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Preface 

Translations of passages from Gramsci quoted in the course of 
this book are my own. This does not imply serious dissatisfac­
tion with existing English translations, which are generally 
reliable. The problem is that most of his writings have not yet 
been translated. For reasons of consistency in the rendering of 
Gramsci's terms and style, it was best, I decided, to work from 
the Italian original even when an English translation was 
available. Nevertheless, I have consulted, and in many cases 
benefited from, the English translations mentioned in the 
Bibliography. My debt to them is here gratefully recorded. As 
regards terminology in the Quademi, the reader should be fore­
warned that Gramsci (probably because of prison censorship) 
tended to use the neutral word 'group' when he apparently 
meant 'class' in its Marxist sense. The former word, however, is 
not always meant as a euphemism for the latter. Whenever they 
appear in a quotation from the Notebooks, I translate gruppo and 
gruppi literally and leave it up to the reader to sort out Gramsci's 
meaning in the particular instance. 

The primary research for this study was completed before the 
appearance of Valentino Gerratana's critical edition of the 
Quademi del Careere in 1975. Citations in the text are conse­
quently given with reference to the original Einaudi edition, 
which-i t should be observed-has in no way been superseded 
by the new one. By grouping together notes on related subjects, 
the old edition has the merit of imposing a thematic structure on 
Gramsci's fragmentary and disordered work. In so doing, it of 
course obscures the su btle development of his thought between 
1929 and 1935, the period when he penned the Quademi. But 
how significant was this development? No one has managed to 
show that Gramsci's ideas changed in any important or relevant 
ways during these years. Gerratana presents the notes in the 
order in which they were written and not according to topic 
headings. Indeed, his edition even reproduces preliminary 
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drafts which Gramsci himself deleted! While this meticulous 
chronological approach certainly allows us to follow the rhythm 
of Gram sci's thought processes, it hardly enhances our compre­
hension of his ideas themselves. And it suffers from the disadvan­
ta,gr of rendering the reading of the entire work much more 
difficult and disorienting. For all these reasons, the original 
edition will. I think. remain the standard one. (Details of the 
works ci ted in this Preface may be found in the Bibliography.) 

Turning now to acknowledgements. I should first point out 
that this study is a revised version ofmv Doctoral thesis written 
for Oxford University and completed'in the spring of 1979. I 
wish (0 express my deep RTatitude to Leszek Kolakowski. mv 
friend and academic supervisor, who--over a period of seve~ 
vears-patiently read the thesis in draft form and provided 
invaluable advice, encouragement and criticism. Steven Lukes 
and Charles Taylor were scrupulous and generous examiners, 
whose acute observations stimulated me to amend parts of the 
manuscript. My debt to them is considerable. My thanks are 
also due to Sir Isaiah Berlin, who first prompted me to write 
about Gramsci and was kind enough to comment on some 
preliminarv chapters-even though he had no formal responsi­
bilitv for my supervision. At early stages in my research, I 
he-nefited from the criticisms and suggestions of a number of 
scholars who have themselves written on Gramsci-Martin 
Clark. Giuliano Procaccio Alistair Davidson, and Alessandro 
Pizzorno. The last two were especially helpful, as they read my 
'exploratory' papers and kept me from travelling down some 
blind alleys. I must also thank the officials of the Gramsci 
Institute in Rome for allowing me (during the summers of 1973 
and 1974) to use the excellent library housed there. Signora 
Elsa Fuhini was particularly kind in supplying me with ex­
haustive and up-ta-date bibliographical information. I am in­
debted to l\iuffield College, which, by awarding me a student­
ship and travel grants. made this study possible. Finally, I am 
profoundly grateful to my wife, Josephine, for her assistance 
and infinite patience--and for putting up with Gramsci for so 
many years. 

E~riier versions of some of the material in this book have 
appeared in the form of three articles by the author: 'Hegemony 
and Consciousness in the Thought of Antonio Gramsci', Political 
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Studies, XXIII (March 197~), pp. 29-48; 'Gramsci, the Via 
Italiana, and the Classical Marxist-Leninist Approach to Revo­
lution', Government and Opposition, 14 (Winter 1979), pp. 66-g~; 
and 'The Gramsci Phenomenon: Some Reflections', Political 
Studies. XXVII (September 1979), pp. 472 - 83. 

Joseph V. Femia 
December 1980 
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I 937-April. Dies of brain haemorrhage. 



CHAPTER i 

Introduction and Preview 

Marx has not written a catechism, he is not a 
messiah who left a string of parables laden with 
categorical imperatives, of absolute, indisputable 
norms outside the categories of time and space. The 
only categorical imperative, the only norm is: 
'Workers of the world unite.' 

(Antonio Gramsci, 'II Nostro Marx', 
Il Grido del Popola, 4 May 1918) 

THOUGH SCARCELY available to non-Italian readers before 
the 19608, the writings of Antonio Gramsci have had a global 
impact. There is now almost universal agreement that he ranks 
as one of the most innovative and important Marxist thinkers of 
this century. In the words of an eminent Italian scholar, 'lfwe 
except the great protagonists of the Soviet revolution, there is 
no personality in the history of the workers' movement whose 
person and work have aroused greater interest than Gramsci's.'l 
The Sardinian's theoretical originality revolves around his 
attempts to establish human subjectivity as a core element of 
Marxism. In the classical Marxist tradition, of course, objective 
material conditions were given pride of place; consciousness (in 
all its manifestations) was conceptualized as the automatic 
reflection of 'deeper' economic and social processes. It was 
Gramsci's intention, by contrast, to accord it an independent 
and creative role within the framework of historical material­
ism: he reformulated the doctrine in such a way as to allow room 
for both the influence of ideas and the powerful effect of human 
will. The problem of consciousness consituted his focal point­
how does it relate to the material world, what are its effects, how 
can it be changed? Along with Lukacs and Korsch, Gramsci 
was one of the founders of Ie marxisme occidental-the revolt 
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agamst the orthodox t"ndcncy (0 interpret the historical 
development of society solely in terms of the production of 
material objects. Impressed by the categories of idealist 
philosophy. these exponents of so-called 'Hegelian Marxism· or 
'Marxist humanism' placed at the centre of their theoretical 
discussions the relationship between mental events and reality. 
By accentuating the role of cultural objects and spiritual factors 
in social development, Gramsci and his Central European 
counterparts broke with the mechanical determinism of the 
oflicial doctrin, and established a new way of conceiving 
Marx)s patrimony. It is conlmon to trace this disenchantment 
with positivist Marxism to a number of factors: the growth of 
reformism within the Western working class, the outbreak of the 
First World War (revcaliiig as it did the fragility of proletarian 
internationalism), the failure of the socialist revolution to 
spread outside Russia, the crushing defeat of the post-war 
rebellions in Germanyand Hungary, and the subsequent rise of 
popular right-wing movements. This series of psychological 
and physical defeats led to grave doubts about the theoretical 
foundation of revolutionary action. The march of events 
apparently demonstrated that Marx's 'scientific' hypotheses 
were wrong-though few believers could bring themselves to 
admit this in so rnany words. Even Lenin, whose explicit theo­
retical grounding always remained impeccably orthodox, 
behaved as if the 'dialectical laws· of history' could not be 
altogether trusted. Marxism as a determinist theory of social 
development had greater appeal 'when the trend of events 
actually appeared to be leading towards revolution and it could 
be confidently asserted that 'histGiry is on our side'. When the 
course of history revealed a less agreeable aspect, a 'subjective' 
interpretation of the doctrine came to the fore. As an Italian, 
Gramsci had additional reasons for rejecting 'scientific' Marx­
ism. His J taly was a semi-developed eO,untry with deep internal 
diflerences between North and South, industrial areas and 
countryside, modern and a"cient. It possessed a labouring 
mass at widely divergent stages of development in different 
parts of the country, a proletariat with a broad rural base, a 
large, essentially conservative peasantry, a preponderance of 
intellectuals in the working-class leadership, and a style of 
politics at once bombastic and conspiratorial, conditioned by 
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centuries of fragmentation and foreign domination. Looming 
above this bewildering and contradictory set of circumstances 
was the massive spiritual and social power of the Catholic 
Church, sustained not only by transcendental premises but also 
by a vast army of clerics and functionaries. This was a country 
entirely ill suited to the confident, evolutionary, schematic 
brand of Marxism it had borrowed from Germany. 

C;ramsci's stress on cultural and intellectual factors underlies 
his celebrated doctrine of 'hegemony' (egemonia), or ideological 
ascendancy. He saw in a way that no previous Marxist had 
done that the rule of one class or group over the rest of society 
does not depend on material power alone; in modern times l at 
least, the dominant class mu.st establish its own moral, political 
and cultural values as conventional norms of practical be­
haviour. This is the essential idea embodied in 'hegemony', 
widely accepted as 'the basic theoretical point of departure for 
Gramscils Marxisrn\2 the 'central nucleus of his conceptual 
system'.' On the assumption .that hegemony provides the 
analytical scheme around which the component parts of 
Gramsci's mature thought are built, this study will focus on this 
concept in order to reconstruct his leading ideas and theories. 
Since the theme. of hegemon,)! does not emerge as an integral 
part of the Sardinian's analysis until his period ofincarceration 
(l926 to 1937), we shall deal mainly with his Prison Notebooks 
(Quademi del Careere), which doubtless constitute his most im­
pressive contribution to Marxist thought. The earlier writings 
(almost entirely consisting of .newspaper articles, editorials, 
book reviews and short political pronouncements)4 will be 
discussed only when doing so will somehow illuminate the basic 
ideas advanced in the Quademi-i.e. help to (l) trace their 
formation, (2) set them in their intellectual context, (3) bring 
out their full meaning, (4) explain why they have been mis­
interpreted. My refusal to view Gramsci's work as a unified 
corpus will not find favour in all quarters. Massimo Salvadori, a 
respected authority on Gramsci l echoes many when he claims 
'that Gramsci's work, fi·om liis youthful writings to those com­
posed in prison, is unitary like very few others' and 'tbat the 
Quademi, taken as a whole, do not represent a qualitatively new 
thematic compared with the elaborations completed before 
1926'. Rather, the Notebooks 'reflect, in subs,tance, a theoretical 
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systematization of the problems that arose during the period of 
his directly political activity' ,s While this interpretation un­
deniablv possesses a grain of truth, it tends to blind c0';1-
menta tors to the revisions and developments in Gramscl's 
thinking, thus giving rise-as we shall sec--to a number of 
misunderstandings about the nature of his message, Partly the 
result of changing conditions in the real world, tbis process of 
intellectual maturation will receive lengthy treatment in the 
course of our study, but for now let us briefly outline its basic 
form, 

Without risk of distortion, we can discern four distinct 
phases in Gramsci's political life and thought-phases which 
represent difltTent theoretical priorities and responses to the 
political world. The initial one, spanning the period 1914 to 
1919, comprised the formative years of his intellectual and 
political evolution. While Gramsci, at this stage, was a fIery and 
intransigent socialist revolutionary, his philosophical orienta­
tion was more idealist than Marxist. In these years he was 
under the spell of Benedetto Croce, the great neo-Hegelian 
philosopher who was widely revered (and feared) as the 'God­
father' of the Italian intellectual scene. Gramsei's articles and 
reviews during this period (most of which appeared in the 
socialist newspapers, Avanti' and I! Grido det Popo!o) express a 
deep concern with the cultural and spiritual conditions ofrevo­
lution, together with a messianic desire to inculcate the proper 
consciousness into the workers through intense educational 
activity. To this end, he delivered lectures, ran study circles and 
conducted seminars on literary and philosophical topics. 

The second phase covers the dramatic months of the biennia 
rosso of 1919-20, an epoch punctuated by mass strikes and 
factory occupations. In May of 1919 Gramsci and a small group 
of Marxist intellectuals started L'Ordine Nuovo, a journal de­
signed to give theoretical expression and practical direction to 
the increasingly militant struggles of the North Italian workers. 
Using Ordine Nuovo as his vehicle, Gramsci-with the aid of his 
colleagues-worked out his well-known factory council theory, 
with its anti-centralist, anti-bureaucratic bias. At thisjuncturc: 
his philosophical idealism yielded to a more recognizably 
Marxist (though hardly orthodox) position concerning the role 
of the economic structure. Also, we witness two further, closely 
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related changes in his approach: (I) more emphasis on the 
self-education of the workers, and (2) a greater personal com­
mitment to concrete political organization. Class conscious­
ness, he now believed, would arise as a spontaneous product of 
the workers' 'conciliar' activity. The task of the revolutionary 
party, therefore, should he not to tutor the proletariat but to 
promote the formation of the consig!i diJabbrica. It is essential to 
realize that, in Gramsci's eyes, the Italian revolution was actual 
during this period. 'Today Italy can be compared', he wrote, 'to 
the Russia ofKerensky.'6 

The years of 192 I to 1926, from the founding of the PCI to 
Gramsci's arrest and imprisonment, mark the third phase of his 
career. During this time, he gradually came to see the process of 
revolution as a much slower one than had seemed to be the case 
in the heady atmosphere of the biennia rosso. With the humiliating 
collapse of the council movement, it became plain that the 
autonomous activity of the masses was by no means sufficient 
for the overthrow of capitalism. In consequence, Gramsci 
turned his attention to tbe party and its vanguard role. Much of 
his energy in this period was devoted to everyday organizational 
problems and factional turmoil within the PCI and the Com­
intern. Indeed, he spent much of 1922-3 in I\1oscovv) and by 1924 
he assumed (with the blessing of the Russians) leadership of the 
Italian Party. Not surprisingly, his writings during these years, 
directed as they were to the concrete exigencies of political 
strategy and tactics, displayed little theoretical boldness. The 

,Gramsci of 1921-6 might be described as a loyal, but not 
uncritical, Bolshevik. 

Last (but certainly not least) there is the period of confine­
Inent in a number of Fascist prisons. Soon after his arrest 
Gramsci planned an immense labour of research and medita­
tion, designed to set his active political experiences within 
a wider historical and philosophical framework. Despite 
appalling obstacles (see below), he went on to execute a great 
part of his self-assigned task. Between 1929 and 1935, he filled 
32 notebooks with close to 3,000 pages of handwritten notes, 
covering a vast range of topics. In these now famous note­
books-a monument to intellectual tenacity and heroism­
Gramsci evolved themes, interests, principles and concepts 
which were barely visible, if not entirely absent, in his previous 
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writings. Why this change? The composition of the Quadeeni 
corresponded to a new stage of development in the working­
class struggle--one engendering profound pessimism. By the 
early 193os, the myth of imminent world revolution had been 
exposed for what it truly was. If even the· worst depression in 
capitalist bistory bad not impelled the proletariat to rise up 
against its oppressors, then clearly a ripensamento was in order. 
Obviously, the 'bourgeois' system possessed sources of stability 
whose vitality had been obscured by the false optimism that 
had pervaded Comintern thinking. Since revolution was not 
just round the corner, inherited Marxist categories and 
formulae had to be revised and adapted to existing, unpalatable 
facts. More than any other Marxist, Gramsci realized this need 
for a fundamental reinterpretation of the standard doctrines, 
and his concept of hegemony-along with its surrounding 
theory-arose out of this concern. What the Notebooks attempt 
to do, then, is to readapt the Marxian 'weapons of criticism', to 
construct a new theoretical-strategic paradigm applicable to 
the conditions of mature capitalism. Gramsci the young 
agitator and activist becomes Gramsci the mature scholar. 

No doubt we can detect some unity transcending the shifts in 
his theoretical and political perspective. Certain themes and 
fundamental attitudes did persist throughout his career. Above 
all, he consistently stressed the active, 'voluntarist' side of 
Marxist theory, in contrast to the fatalistic reliance on objective 
economic forces and immutable 'scientific' laws. The necessity 
for the masses to acquire a critical consciousness, the need rdr 
cultural and ideological' battle, was, in varying degrees, an 
enduring preoccupation of his thought. He never deviated from 
his desire to give Marxism a sound philosophical foundation, 
capahle of restoring the subjective dimension and placing 
human actors at the centre of the revolutionary process. The 
Quademi, to be sure, often reflect a theoretical elaboration of 
insights, intuitions and historical observations contained in his 
earlier output. With some exceptions, the ideas in the Notebooks 
were either intimated or affirmed, in some shape or form, in his 
youthful writings. But none of this entitles us to deny the twists 
and turns of his thougb t or to assert, as does Cammett, that 
hegemony 'is the unifying'idea of Gram sci's life'? What could 
this mean? The word itself is not actually integrated into 
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Gramsci's theoretical vocabulary until 1926, when-in his 
essay on the Quistione meridionale--he reiers ;0 the 'hegemon\" of 
the proletariaf as 'the social basis of the proletarian dictator­
ship' 8 True, most of the basic ingredients of the concept were 
palpably present in earlier works-in particular, the notion that 
successful political revolution must be complemented bv· a 
transformation in the spirit of the age. We can ace-epe more­
over, that a concept may be implicit in a body of theory even 
though the theorist in question does not mention it explicitly. 
For example, a writer may employ the concept of alienation without 
actually using the term. In making this assertion. we can invoke the 
authority of Gramsci himself, who deplored. 'the confusion of 
questions of terminology with questions of substance'" Never­
thele,ss, any particular concept receives itsful! meaning only in 
relatIOn to the entire conceptual structure in which it is em­
bedded, in relation to all its dimensions. Tbcoretical ensembles 
n;ust be considered in their unity, and not as agglomerations of 
dIscrete, self-sufficient elements which might be torn from their 
context without altering their significance. The ideas set out in 
the Notebooks are the dffinin.g context of hegemony, and (as we 
shall see more clearly and fully in ensuing chapters) these were 
in crucial respects different from Gramsci's eadier ideas, 

Gramsci's prison focus on hegemony) on the moral and cul­
turallegitimation of political rule, enabled him to furnish novel 
(if sometimes oblique) solutions to three problems which have 
plagued Marxist thought and behaviour fbr well over half a 
century. First, why the gap between Marxist tbeory and proletar­
Ian practIce? In other words, why have VVestern industrial workers 
not taken the path set out for them by Marxism-why have they 
not become the gravediggers of capitalism? Second, how do we 
close t~is gap-by what means can a revolutionary party in­
crease Its support and eventually attain power in the highly 
developed societies of the West? The third broad question is 
thIS: why does socialist practice not fit Marxist theory? Or, why 
have extant 'Marxist' societies not succeeded in establishing 
th: 'realm of freedom' envisaged by Marx and Engels' The 
prImary purpose of this study will be to explore and evaluate 
Gramsci's answers (direct and indirect) to these perplexing 
questIOns. But doing so raises preliminary (and formidable) 
problems of interpretation, which will now be considered. 
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II 
Despite the huge and ever-c;rowing pile of secondary literature, 
there remains to this day remarkably little g;eneral agreement 
about what Gramsci really said. His work has called into exist­
ence an army oL..i.rterpreters whose unceasing labours have 
buried them bmeath a mountain of commentary which has 
obscured the texts themselves. Commentators ha~e emended, 
conjectured, transposed, elided and inserted with an energy 
and diversity that can leave the reader the impression of hope­
less confusion. Just how does one deal with a thinker who has 
been variously described as a dialectical materialist and a sub­
jective idealis't, a Stalinist totalitarian and a mild democratic 
socialist, an intransigent revolutionary and a prophet of peaceful 
evolution?10 Controversy continues amidst uncertainties and 
muddles-many of which must be attributed to the politically 
impired content of much of the literature, especially in Italy. 
Debates on Gramsci are not always reducible to a simple con­
frontation of different exegeses: the gist of the interpretative 
disputes is frequently partisan and polemical, with the result 
that bias prevails over dispassionate study and historical under­
standing. All great men attract legends and misinterpretation, 
and all too ofien what they thought and wrote is ignored or 
distorted, as disciples (or enemies) impose their own subjective 
preconceptions on the object of investigation. Gramsci has 
perhaps suffered more than any Marxist writer since Marx from 
partial, politically motivated interpretations, by supporters and 
opponents alike. "Vhat matters most to some commentators is 
tbe advantage they could win for their political positions by 
arguing for a particular concept of his objectives. As a result, 
Gramsci's authority, as we shall see, has been called upon in 
support of an often incompatible range of theoretical opinions 
and practical policies. Those who disagree with the opinions or 
policies so justified often confuse them with Gramsci's own 
ideas and attack him accordingly, or else reinterpret his ideas in 
conformity with their own personal preferences. And so there 
develops a vicious circle of misunderstanding and distortion, 
with Gramsci being dragged hither and thither, his thought 
enclosed within a number of mutually exclusive formulae. The 
PCI bears much of the responsibility for this sorry state of 
affairs. The prestigious figure of Gramsci was, immediately 
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following his death, converted into an official ideological 
symbol of the Party, invoked to justify every nuance of Party 
behaviour. 

LT nfortunately, his writings do provide texts to support a wide 
variety of interpretations, For one thing, since his ideas altered 
over time, his thought can appear quite different depending on 
which phase is stressed. Hence the need to bear in mind the 
evolution of his ideas. But even if we confine ourselves to the 
Notebooks, we encounter enough ambiguity to permit diverse 
readings. Let us not dwell on the minor inconvenience- caused 
by Gramsci's frequent use of code words (e.g. Marxism be­
comes 'the philosophy of praxis') in order to circumvent prison 
censorship. For all its awkwardness, this code is fairly trans­
parent and presents no real obstacles to understanding the 
Quademi. Other obstacles abound, however. We are confronted 
with an unfinished work, replete with elliptical passages. dis­
orders, apparent contradictions, cryptic utterances, sly asides, 
esoteric allusions, aborted observations, unassimilated 'rough' 
facts, and seemingly endless digressions-a monumental 
labyrinth of often opaque and undeveloped ideas. Sometimes 
Gramsci was merely suggesting projects {or future study or 
raising questions for which he provided tentative or equivocal 
solutions, if any. Rarely do his arguments or essays reach final 
draft form. Mostly we have a collection of raw materials and 
fragmentary discussions which-for all their suggestiveness 
and originality-are never quite fused into an organic totality. 
There is ample space here for a 'battle of citations', with each 
commentator able to unearth what appears to be written con­
firmation of his position. What ambiguity there is, it must be 
underlined, does not stem from unnecessarily obscure language 
or convoluted prose or a fondness for intangible abstractions, 
but from the simple fact that the Notebooks constitute a work in 
itinere-notes and jottings intended for the author alone, not for 
publication. Small wonder that when the first volumes were 
published in the late I 940s, Croce dismissed them as 'roughly 
sketched and tentative thoughts, self-questionings, conjectures 
and doubts ... [devoid of] that power of synthesis which dis­
criminates, builds and integrates into a whole'." While this 
dismissal has been superseded by history, Croce's complaint is 
not without foundation. 
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The incomplete state of the Quademi is lamentable, but easily 
explicable by the distressing conditions under which he 
laboured. I n the fIrst place, his prison governors exhibited, to 
borrow Giuseppe Fiori's apt phrase, 'a well developed bureau­
cratic taste for refusal and minor harassment' ,12 Grarnsci had 
much trouble in acquiring the books and journals he needed to 
pursue his studies; many were consistently denied him. Add to 
this his incredibly numerous physical ailments-hypertension, 
angina, tuberculosis, Pott's disease, to mention but a few­
which rendered his life in Fascist gaols a constant struggle 
against physical pain and emotional despair. He literally·rotted 
away in prison, and this made it difficult for him to concentrate 
or work systematically. Many of his vivid, intensely moving 
letters Irom prison testify to his physical and psychological 
torment. They are studded with references to his 'acute agony', 
'nervous tension', 'enervation' 1 and 'physical deterioration',13 
In a communication of 1932. he tells his wife, Julca: 'I live 
miserably, barely at all, an animal or even vegetable existence'.'4 
Gramsci finally expired at the relatively young age of 46, just 
after his release from prison. The great work he was preparing 
could never attain its final form. 

Since Gramsci bequeathed no 'finished' intellectual legacy, 
no extrnded and systematic piece of theoretical writing, and 
since, furthermore, he was a highly committed, active political 
combatant, attempts to find universal content in his thought or 
to restructure it into an architectonic whole are especially 
vulnerable to methodological censure. Indeed, the need for a 
strict historicist approach to his writings, the need to dissolve 
his thought into the world of political actuality, has been a 
dominant theme amongst PCI leaders and theoreticians ever 
since his martyrdom established him as the patron saint of the 
Italian revolutionary movement. From 1937 right up until his 
own death, Togliatti dismissed any attempt to view Gramsci as 
an original thinker, as an independent seeker of new truths, as a 
reflective scholar in any way detached from the world of affairs. 
Togliatti's Gramsci was, on the contrary, a staunch Leninist, a 
loyal steadfast Bolshevik, a maker of revolution, a politician for 
whom ideas were nothing unless made practical. At the first 
conference of Gramsci studies in 1958, Togliatti proclaimed 
that Gramsci's writings, in so far as they were valuable, could 
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only be examined in 'the knowledge of the concrete moments of 
his action' for to these 'concrete moments ... adhere eyery 
general formulation and al1irmation'. All Gramsci's thoughts 
were directed to one gnal: to provide 'a guide to revolutionary 
action'. Even the prison notes did not constitute a 'detached 
reflection' on the struggles of the preceding years, but rather a 
~continuation of these struggles'. Gramsci's work, then, pre­
sented not timeless formulae and was not susceptible to abstract 
systematization. IS 

In the years after Togliatti's demise, PCI spokesmen were 
somewhat reticent about asserting that Gram~,ci was doing 
nothing more than applying (or adapting) the Leninist model 
to Italian circumstances; Togliatti's methodological strictures, 
however, continued to be reiterated. Amendola, writing in 
1967, argued that 'Gramsci's writings are always . .. those of 
a political militant who never surrenders and always resolves 
the attainment of political ends .... Present, therefore, in his 
writings are exigencies imposed by disciplinary ties, by prac­
tical motives of expediency, and by necessary concessions not 
only to the general line of the party, but also to formulations 
more or less obligatory in a specific moment'. It follows that' ... 
Gramsci's writings ... r mustl always be related to the concrete 
circumstances in ~hich hefo';nd hi~,selfacting, to the problems 
posed in that moment'. Scattered remarks cannot be detached 
from their practical context and inflated into coherent 
doctrines. 16 

While this picture of Gramsci as essentially a man of action 
obviously contains a large element of truth, it is nevertheless 
exaggerated and, ironically, ahistorical; for it ignores the more 
disinterested, meditative side of his character that emerged 
during his incarceration. To be sure, the articles and docu­
ments he wrote as an active militant in, first, the Socialist Party 
and, after 1921, the Communist Party were closely bound up 
with specific circumstances, events, and objectives. Because 
these pieces were mostly designed as weapons, their theoretical 
content is often secondary, usually implicit, and always difficult 
to extract from the minute details of political controversy. 
Gramsci's thought in these years shifts between the theoretical 
and the practical: the same piece may be viewed, simultaneously, 
as an act of political persuasion (or polemic) or as an incident in 
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the pursuit of understanding. But if we are to identify this latter 
component, to isolate it from the transitory and the exag­
gerated, we must do so by a process of historical reconstruction. 
Abstractly to juxtapose aphorisms culled from these writings is 
to risk grave misrepresentation. It is, moreover) to misunder­
stand the nature and functions of political rhetoric, to gloss over 
the distortions and simplifications indulged in by all political 
activists, who must at once persuade, arouse, and attack. 

Gramsci was, however, more than an activist. His Prison 
Notebooks were by and large directed to a much higher level of 
abstraction than were his earlier articles and tracts. Four 
months afier being arrested in '926, he strongly suggested, in a 
letter to his sister-in-law, that his interests were no longer 
immediately political (in the narrow sense): 

I am spurred on ... by this idea: that I ought to do somethingf"r 
ewig,17 to use Goethe's complex conception, ... In short, I would like 
to work intensively and systematically, according to a prf-established 
plan, on certain su~jects which could absorb me totally and give focus 
and direction to my inner life. 

He was contemplating at least four possible projects: (I) research 
into Italian intellectuals, their origins, their Rroupings in rela­
tion to cultural trends, and their various modes of thought; (2) a 
study of comparative linguistics; (3) a study of Pirandello's 
plays and the transformation of I talian theatrical taste that 
Pirandello represented and helped to bring about; (4) an essay 
on popular taste in literature.'s While Gramsci later changed 
his plan of work, the tone of this letter, along with its selection of 
topics, clearly reflects a desire for some measure of scholarly 
detachment. Indeed, he had little choice in the matter, as his 
imprisonment effectively isolated him from political life. It is 
difficult, in either the Quademi or the Lettere, to find references to 
current events or political activity: Stalinism, popular frontism, 
Nazism-these phenomena form only a shadowy presence. In a 
number of letters he expressed sorrow over 'heing cut off from 
the life of society' .'9 While in prison, he had virtually no contact 
with his former political associates, most of whom were in exile 
or themselves incarcerated. His news of developments within 
the Party and the International was sparse, taking the form of 
belated and summary accounts. If Gramsci's Notebooks are em-
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bedded in a concrete context, it is that of the political universe 
within which he operated prior to his arrest. 

In the end, the main lines of investigation pursued by 
Gramsci in his Quaderni are: the historical analysis of past 
cultural movements and trends, especially in Italy; a critique of 
Croce's philosophy; his (Gramsci's) battle against mechanistic 
and fatalistic deformations of Marxism; and his ideas on the 
construction of the new proletarian society. Even a cursory 
reading of these Notebooks is suflicient to indicate that Gramsci 
was dealing with issues and proposing hypotheses of a universal 
nature, transcending both national boundaries and the hum of 
concrete politics. Many of the topics he discussed. such as the 
nature of man, the role of ideas in history, the relationship 
between philosophy and politics, and the ontological status of 
the external world, represent traditional philosophical con­
cerns. It is hardly surprising that in one revealin!2: passage. he 
passionately calls for a 'renewal of the philosophy of praxis 
[Marxism] ' .. which has become progressively "vulgarized'~ 
because of the necessities of immediate, practical life', so that it can 
solve the task of creating a new civilization, possessing 'the 
classical character of the cultures of Ancient Greece and the 
I talian Renaissance'. 20 

I t is of course true that all Gramsci's prison rellections are 
directed ultimately towards one over-arching goal-the con­
struction of a morally integrated socialist society. Gramsci's 
Quademi were by no means divorced from his general revolu­
tionary concerns; they are not the product of ivory-towered, 
purely contemplative musing. Indeed, much of his speculation 
and observation revolves around specific, empirical problems of 
contemporary relevance. But every political theorist is to some 
extent engage and every work of political thought is to some 
extent a tract for the time. Political theory-whether it focuses 
on description Of evaluation or both-must necessarily consist 
of abstraction and extrapolation from concrete examples and 
actual behaviour. The boundaries and substance of the subject 
matter are in large part determined by the practices of the 
existing society; that is, what the political thinker says is in­
fluenced by the problems agitating his society; his statements 
and propositions are, in Cassirer's phrase, 'abbreviations of 
reality'. Certainly, if he wishes to gain the attention of his 
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contemporaries, he must direct himself to their problems and 
accept the terms of debate imposed by their concernS. And most 
political theorists are interested in the implementation of their 
theories: M,achiavelli, Grotius, Locke, Rousseau, Saint-Simon, 
Marx, and others have all addressed their work to a particular 
person or group. 

To sum up, the issues that concerned Gramsci in prison, his 
approach to his subject matter, the types of arguments he used, 
the nature of his hypotheses, the broad scope of his insights-all 
these enable us to classify him as a bona-fide political thinker 
and not merely as a polemicist or pamphleteer or activist. 

The reader will, I hope, permit me a parenthesis here about 
why Togliatti and later PCI spokesmen have felt compelled to 
ignore the [()regoing considerations. As is well known, the 
Party, since the war, has been widely praised and blamed 
(depending on one's angle of vision) for its flexibility, for its 
willingness to adjust to changing circumstances and to come to 
terms with capitalism's vexing powers of regeneration. The 
logical corollary of such a policy is to eschew firm commitments 
to specific formulations and prescriptions. In other words, the 
vaguer the contours of the doctrine, the better. To emphasize 
the intimate nexus between Gramsci's thought and practice, 
such that his ideas cannol be extracted from the matrix which 
generated them, permits the Party to free itself from the con­
fines of any of his particular teachings. 

But what are his teachings? We have come full circle to the 
problem of interpretation. Since the Notebooks have no clearly 
articulated structure, the reader must unravel and reassemble 
the threads of the various arguments as they occur in different 
parts. In searching for the essential lines of Gramsci's position, 
it is constantly necessary to sift the chaff from the grain, to 
extract the deeper intuitions and main ideas from the mass of 
raw details and otiose digressions. Eventually a general design 
becomes visible. Although the Quademi are far from systematic, 
they do not lack an underlying coherence. Certain guiding 
themes make the whole more or less intelligible: (a) the nature 
of power in advanced capitalist regimes; (b) the methods 
whereby this power can be undermined; (c) the character of the 
new proletarian civilization; (d) the relationship between the 
material and spiritual sides of existence. Gramsci's thoughts 
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on these themes group themselves round his concept of 
hegemony-the unifying or organizing principle which enables 
us to clarify the links between his propositions and generally 
bring his fragmentary notes into focus. This exercise can only be 
pushed so far: the doctrines enunciated in the Notebook<, it is 
plain, tend to resist tidy formulation; the commentator must 
frequently accept incoherence or engage in surmise. Still, in 
teasing out Gramsci's ideas, I shall necessarily have to impose 
an artificial pattern on his disjointed notes, thus raising them to 
a much higher level of organization than they ever in fact 
reached; and to do so is to invite condemnation not only from 
the ghost ofTogliatti but also from the increasingly influential 
'revisionist' school of intellectual history, which complains 
about the prevailing abstractness and lack of historicity in the 
recovery of the meaning of past ideas. John Dunn states the 
essence of their grievance succinctly enough: 

The history of thought as it is characteristically written is not a history 
of men battling to achieve a coherent ordering of their experience. It 
is, rather, a history of fictions--of rationalist constructs out of the 
thought processes of individuals, not of plausible abridgements of 
these thought processes. I t consists ... not of plausible accounts 0(' 

how men thought but of more or less painful attempts to elaborate 
their ideas to a degree offormal intellectual articulation which there is 
no evidence that they evcr attained. Because of these features. it is 
often extremely unclear whether the history of ideas is the history of 
'anything which ever did actually exist in the past.21 

The argument is impressive in its scope and worth exploring in 
some detail: it is not simply that the utterances of this or that 
political thinker-say Gramsci-cannot be properly under­
stood unless located in their unfolding historical context; it 
is that the connection between an adequate philosophical 
account of notions held by all writers in the past and an accurate 
historical account of these notions is an exceedingly intimate 
one. For, the argument runs, thinking is not directed towards 
the construction of closed formal games but towards problem 
solving. As Quentin Skinner puts it, any 'statement ... is 
inescapably the embodiment of a particular intention, on a 
particular occasion addressed to the solution of a particular 
problem, and thus specific to its situation in a way that it can 
only be naIve to try to transcend'. 22 There are no 'timeless 
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truths' or 'perennial questions'. Thus the phenomena of 
political thought must he treated as historical phenomena, even 
as historical events, as things happming in a context which 
defines the kind of events they were. The problem of interpret a­
tion is always the problem of 'closing the context'; and 'what 
closes the context in actuality is the intention (and, more 
broadly, the experiences) of the speaker'23-phenomena to be 
disclosed through detailed analysis of historical conditions. 

The 'revisionist' position, of course, is not entirely original. 
The belief that a true understanding of any intellectual product 
and an adequate assessment of its value are to be garnered 
through considering it in terms of the place it occupied and the 
role it played within the process of development enjoys a dis­
tinguished ancestry-which can be traced in the thought of, 
among others, Vico, the German historicists, Nlarx and 
Gramsci himself. If not pressed too far, this view can yield 
valuable insights (as I shall argue below). Butone detects in the 
writings of Dunn, Skinner, and others like them more than a 
hint of the sort of determinism which considers the relationship 
between linguistic acts and their setting such that the act 
derives from--or is reducible to--the setting. In their desire to 
deal with thr uniquely historical questions of what the author 
intended to say and what circumstances occasioned his reflec­
tions, the 'revisionists' neglect another crucial, closely related 
question: how far is the meaning or value of any set of ideas 
irreducibly infected by the conditions of its hirth' Notwith­
standing their disclaimers, they come perilously close to mis­
taking the origins of a statement for its logical status. Involved 
hert are two different types of questions, requiring different 
kinds of explanation and verificatory procedures. This is not to 
say that the two types of enterprise are completely unrelated; it 
is only to insist that the relationship can never be one of identity. 
Moreover, the extent to which they are related depends on 
individual cases. Some works are more historically specific than 
others (t.g. Burke's R(f/ections on the Revolution in France and 
Lenin's What is to be Done?). On the other hand, there are works, 
such as Rosseau's Social Contract, which do not intrinsically 
appear to be so specifically occasional. Gramsci's Quademi 
perhaps lie somewhere in between. The revisionists never con­
sider these differences and their implications. 
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To speak plainly, this new methodological puritanism 
renders futile any investigation of the theoretical or conceptual 
validity of past bodies of thought. To follow literally the instruc­
tions of the 'revisionists' would be to consign Gramsci to some 
gallery of respected ancestors. Needless to say, thinkers develop 
their ideas in a determinate historical context and with par­
ticular purposes in mind; but it on no account follows that these 
ideas cannot transcend their origins. As Isaiah Berlin so rightly 
observes: 

If the ideas and the basic terminology of Aristotle or the Stoics or 
Pascal or Newton or Hume or Kant did not possess a capacity for 
independent life, for surviving translation, and, indeed, transplan­
tation, not without, at times, some change of meaning, into the 
language of very disparate cultures, long after their own worlds -had 
passed away, they would by now, at best, have found an honourable 
resting place beside the writings of the Aristotelians of Padua Of 

Christ.ian Wolff, major influences in their day, in some museum of 
historical antiquities. 24 

While Gramsci himself espoused historicism (see Chapter 3), 
he, too, readily conceded that an intellectual enterprise was 
capable of transcending its social precipitants; but the extent to 
which it did so could only be established by empirical investiga­
tion: 

The question arises whether a theoretical 'truth' discovered in COf­

respondence wi th a specific pract.ice can be generalized and deemed 
universal. ... The proof of its universality consists precisely in that 
which it can become: (I) a stimulus to know better the concrete reality 
of a situation different from the one in which it was discovered (and 
this is the prime measure of its fecundity); (2) when it has stimulat.ed 
and helped this better understanding of concrete reality, it incor­
porates itself into this reality as if it were originally an expression of 
iL2s 

(Gramsci does not here specify precisely what he means by 
'universal'.) Elsewhere he pointed out that the 'intrinsic value' 
of certain ideas or concepts, like natural rights, was 'limiter! by 
their historicity, 'but not negater!26 Gramsci, it is clear, did not 
wish to dissolve theory into historical practice; between the two 
there was unity but no identity. 

An insistence on historicity is one thing; an a priori determina­
tion to fossilize all past thought quite another. Ifunderstood in 
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a 'hard' sense, the revisionist thesis is crippling, implausible, 
and fully capable of creating more mischief than the disease of 
hyper-abstraction it is designed to cure; if understood in a 'soft' 
sense (and there are passages where Dunn and Skinner retreat 
to safer terrain), it is rather banal, though perhaps a useful 
antidote to the more extreme ahistorical methodologies. ldeas 
are not born in a vacuum. If the historian of political thought is 
truly concerned with understanding and accurate representa­
tion of past ideas, then a purely textual approach will not do. 
Biographical and other contextual considerations can help to 
reveal the unstated (a'ld perhaps unconscious) premises, the 
intellectual paradigms, underlying expressed arguments, and 
thus better enable us to resolve the ambiguities of those argu­
ments or to ass('ss their relative status within a given corpus of 
work. John Plamenatz, in his introduction to Man and Society, 
denies that 'to understand what a man is saying, we must know 
why he is saying it'. Instead, 'We need only understand the 
sense in which he is using his words', 27 But there are occasions 
when one cannot know what a theorist means by certain words 
or propositions unless one knows, at least in a broad sense, what 
he is doing; viz., the identification of his arguments is often 
contingent upon a broad understanding of his purposes. Take a 
thinker like Gramsci, whose writings are often oblique, puzzling, 
and conditioned by a fear of censorship. I t is hard to see how we 
could comprehend or evaluate his Quaderni without knowledge 
of his previous political experience as a revolutionary-the class 
struggle in Turin, the formation of the Italian Communist 
Party, the rise and consolidation of Fascism, the strategic de­
bates within the PCI. Only in light of such knowledge can much 
of what he says be placed in perspective or made intelligible. 
Speaking generally, in order to identify and analyse properly 
the ideas of a political thinker, especially one who is un­
systematic, we must usually know something of his private 
world, as well as of the social and political conditions and 
controversies of his time and place. As noted earlier, no political 
thinker is wholly severed from the practices and interrelation­
ships of his society 1 which, in some measure, must impinge 
upon the form and content of his thought. But the revisionists 
go too far. They speak as if all political thought consists of a 
series of disconnected statements for ever bound in a strait-
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jacket of particular experiences and particular intentions. But the 
historian of ideas is usually interested in works that (a) are fairly 
coherent, and (b) transcend, in some critical sense, spatio­
temporal exigencies. In these cases, it is sufficient to know the 
general purposes and experience of the author. 

The revisionists are led astray, I would argue, by their failure 
to grasp the range of reasons why we might want to study past 
ideas about society. They assume that our interest must be 
solely historical, that we must endeavour either to ascertain 
precisely 'what X really said (meant)' at any given time, or to 
trace the genesis and evolution of his ideas. They need to be 
reminded that the examination of political thought is 'not so 
much a venture into antiquarianism as a form of political 
education' 28 Our interests may be less historical than con­
temporary. We may deem the work ofa past theorist valuable 
because it suggests concepts, models, or approaches that we 
may wish to incorporate into present theorizing; or we may find 
that studying the history of political thought can enrich con­
temporary theory in a less direct manner, by showing the 
failures and successes of other minds grappling with problems 
similar to ours, or by revealing theoretical resemblances and 
linear continuities and how these relate to conceptions of the 
world or to general historical circumstances. Thus, even if the 
thoughts of our predecessors can supply no immediate answers, 
analysis of these thoughts can help us to construct our own 
arguments, in so far as it alerts us to certain sorts of errors, 
suggests potentially fruitful lines of inquiry, and provides us 
with a more profound understanding of the concepts we employ. 
Finally, a work of political thought may, in a much less tangible 
sense, help to expose the nature of our present predicament, 
much as a good novel might enhance our knowledge of human 
psychology and behaviour. 

The revisionists seem to ignore the truism that the inter­
action of men engaged in moral and social activities presents 
problems which preserve a considerable degree of continuity 
from one age to another. ' ... the past is never wholly super­
seded; it is constantly being recaptured at the very moment that 
human thought is seemingly preoccupied with the unique 
problems of its own time'. 29 The central features of our social 
experience are invariant and omnipresent. However differently 
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they may be defined in particular cultures or epochs, certain 
basic categories--order. changc) authoritYl security, good and 
bad, happiness, efficiency, truth and falsehood-arc indis­
pensable components of political language in any society which 
reflects on its common experience. 

When the intellectual historian confronts the works of past 
thinkers, his approach is, indeed, often artificial: he stresses 
themes to which they only assigned a subordinate role; he 
imputes to them coherent answers to questions they never even 
posed to themselves; he draws analogies between the;r thoughts 
and those of other writers unknown to them. Unless ahsolute 
historical accuracy is the only criterion, such strategies are 
entire Iv valid. Sometimes it is more appropriate (and useful) 
to bring into relief the value and implications of 'what X 
apparently said or suggested' rather than to attempt to divine, 
through laborious, and often futile, attention to historical de­
tail, 'what X really meant'. The worth of a theory need not he 
confined to what i-ts author saw in it or intended bV it-weI' to the 
specific problems that occupied his attention. T,; argue other­
wise is to obscure the important educative task of intellectual 
history. 

l'-vfy own interest in Grarnsci is rar from antiquarian. His 
Quaderni, I believe, contain obscn'ations, insio"hts and hvpo-

~ , 
theses of contemporary resonance. In the history of' political 
thought, genius does not always assume the f(lrm of unprece­
dented originality. Mostly, it consists of modifying and com­
bining existing ideas to fc}rm a new whole. "Vhat is original in 
the result is not anyone component element, but the apportion­
ment of emphasis among the various parts, so that they are 
bound together in a unique way" (~ramsci's originality nlUst be 
understood in this sense, By viewing social experience from a 
slightly difl"rent angle than the prevailing Marxist one, he 
unfastened established ways of thinking and fashioned a new 
synthesis, appropriate to the conditions of advanced capitalism. 
Whether this synthesis fully withstands the test of critical 
scrutiny is another matter. The ensuing study is both ex­
pository and critical. It will aim not only to deepen our under­
standing of Gramsci's mature thought but also to form judge­
ments about its value. Readers should not, however, expect a 
complete survey of the prison writings. Using 'hegemony' as its 
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point of departure, this study will attempt to excavate the 
leading, most pregnant philosophical and political ideas embedded 
in those writings. (Gramsci's remarks, for example, on literary 
criticism and popular tastes in literature will receive scant 
attention.) 

In the following chapter, we shall look at the concept of 
hegemony-explore its range of meaning, n'veal its nuances) 
highlight its ambiguities, draw out its implications, and explain 
its noveltv within the Marxist framework. Next (in Chapter 3), 
the concept's underlying theoretical and philosophical assump­
tions will be examined. How does Gramsci view the relation­
ship between the economic base and the superstructure of 
society? What are his epistemological premises? How does he 
conceive the nature of reality itself:' All his political thinking, I 
hope to show in the course of this work, is inextricably inter­
twined with his answers to these questions. Chapter 4 will 
discuss his theory of the revolutionary party, thc agency en­
trusted with the task of formulating and building the new 
proletarian hegemony. How does he- picture its (the party's) 
internal structure and operations? Its relationship with the 
masses? Chapter 5 sets out Gramsci's rather sketchy ideas 
about the future society and considers the vexed question, 
prominent in the secondary literature, whether 'hegemony' 
constitutes a justification for bureaucratic collectivism and 
totalitarian thought controL Having disposed of this problem, 
we examine (in Chapter 6) the extent to which Gramsci's 
hegemonic strategy is compatible with the so-called 'Italian 
Road to Socialism', which aims for a peaceful, constitutional 
transition to the 'realm of freedom'. What exactly arc the 
strategic consequences of the doctrine of hegemony? The study 
concludes with a systematic assessment of Gramscl)s mature 
thought. To what fruitful insights and explanations does it lead? 
Does it in fact provide satisfactory solutions to the theoretical 
and practical problems that trouble contemporary Marxism? 

Along the way some attempt will be made to evaluate the 
often contrasting interpretations of Gramsci's legacy, Since 
these interpretations have) in a sense, taken precedence over the 
Sardinian's actual writings, it would be unwise to ignore them 
in a study of this length. The plethora of myths and misunder­
standings must be identified and eliminated. Gramsci, we shall 



22 Introduction and Preview 

see, barely resembles some of the portraits painted in the secon­
dary literature. In his basic theoretical assumptions, he was 
neither an orthodox dialectical materialist nor a neo-idealist. In 
his political thinking, he was neither a crypto-Stalinist nor a 
quasi-revisionist. Neither was he merely adapting the Leninist 
schema to new conditions. The Gramsci who will emerge from 
these pages is a creative revolutionary Marxist, who breathed 
new life into the doctrine of historical materialism, and posed 
the possibility of an alternative, more humane and diversified 
form of communism. 

CHAPTER 2 

The Concept of Hegemony 

Certainly the philosophy of praxis is realized in the 
concrete study of past history and in the contem­
porary activity of creating new history. But a theory 
of history and politics can be made, for even if the 
facts are always singular and changeable in the nux 
of historical movement, the concepts can (and 
must) be theorized .. 

Gramsci, MS, p. 126 

THE CON C E P T of hegemony needs considerable amplification 
and analysis before we can see at all clearly how it is to be 
applied or what claims it makes. In spite of the voluminous 
literature on Gramsci, remarkably little attention has been 
devoted to identifying the precise meaning (or meanings) he 
assigned to v..'hat is, arg'uabiy, the key concept of' his mature 
writings. Consequently. the concept's nuances. along with its 
theoretical potentialities, have been obscured if not completely 
disregarded. Treatment and use of hegemony is Renerally 
marred by conceptual vagueness: it has become one of those 
fashionable political catchwords which is often invoked but 
seldom properly defined or submitted to close scrutiny. When­
ever certain Marxist analysts come across a situation involving 
(what they deem to be) the ideological predominance of a 
particular group or class, the term 'be"emon),' is immediately 
adopted-as if the notion of 'ideological predominance' were 
itselffree of ambiguity.! This lack of rigour tends to predude a 
full appreciation of Gramsci's efforts to enrich Marxist theory 
and practice with a sophisticated analysis of mass psychology. 
What follows is an attempt to reveal the complexities and 
implications of his scattered and fragmentary exposition of 
hegemony. In this chapter it is my intention: (a) to elucidate the 
various forms and functions of the concept, (b) to specify how it 
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links up with Gramsci's thpory of the rpvolutionary process, and 
(r) to shu\\' in what respects 'hegemony' represented an innova­
tion within the Marxist tradition. 

I. General Definition 

Start ing from a traditional dichotomv--characteristic of Italian 
political thought from I\1achiavelli 'to Pareto---between 'force 
and conscnf, Gramsci stat('s that the St.lpremacy of a social 
group or class maniksts itself in two difft~rent ways: 'domina­
tion' (dominio) , or coercion, and 'intellectual and ~oralleader­
ship' (dire.:ione intellettuale e mO'rale)2 This latter type of 
supremacy constitutes hegemony,3 Social control) in, other 
words. takes two basic forms: besidt:s influencina behaviour 

• h 

and choice externally", through rewards and punishments, it also 
affects them internally) by moulding pers(mal convictions into ,a 
replica of prevailing norms. Such 'internal contfol' is based on 
hegemony, which rekrs to an order in which a common sodal­
moral language is spoken, in whidl one concept or reali.ty is 
dominant, inf()rming with its spirit all modes of thought and 
behaviour. 4 It follows that hegemonv is the predominance 
obtained by consent rather than force orone class or group over 
other ~,'lasses. And whereas 'domination' is realized, essentially, 
through the coercive machinery of the state, 'intellectual and 

. moral leadership' is objectified in, and mainly exercised 
through, 'civil society', the ensemble of educational, religious 
and associational institutions. s Hegemony is attained through 
the myriad ways in which the institutions of civil society operate 
to shape, directly or indirectly, the cognitive and affective strue­
tun's whereby men perceive and evaluate problematic social 
reality. Mored!ver, this ideological superiority must have solid 
economic footS: 'if hegemony is ethico-political, it must also be 
economic, it must also have its foundation in the decisive func­
tion that the leading group exercises in the decisive nucleus of 
economic activiti.6 

In his Quaderni Gramsci creciits Lenin with the 'theorization 
and realization' of hegemony and calls this 'a great meta­
physical event' as well as Lenin's 'major theoretical contribu­
tion to the philosophy of praxis'. 7 This attribution is somewhat 
enigmatic. Lenin did use the word--or its nearest Russian 
equivalent (gegemoniya)-in various writings, most notably Two 
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Tactics orSocial Democracy, when discussing how the proletariat, 
because of the weakness of'the Russian capitalist class, should 
assume a leading, or hegemonic role in the bourgeois-demo­
cratic stru~gk against Tsarist absolutism. But hegemony in this 
context has a purely instrumentaL stratef.(ic significance: the 
key cultural emphasis the word conwys in Gramsci's usage has 
no place in Lenin's theory of revoIu tion. Also. thr Russian never 
extended the term, as did Gramsci, to the phenomenon of 
bourgeois supremacy or rule in a stable capitalist society.8 An 
intriguing solution to the puzzle is suggested by Luciano 
Gruppi in his book, II Concetto di ~I(emonia nel pensiero di Antonio 
Gramsci: 'VVhat does Gramsci mean when he speaks of hegemony 
with reference to Lenin? Gramsci understands'the dictatorship 
of the proletariat.'9 There is some textualjustification for this 
interpretation. Gramsci, after alL applauds Lenin's 'realiza­
tion'- of hegerrlOny and does, at one point in hi's notebooks, 
explicitlv use the term as the equivalent or intellectual and 
moral leadership plus political domination: 'The "normal" 
exercise of hegemony on the now classical terrain, of the parlia­
mentary regime is characterized by the combination of {c)rce 
and consent which balance each other in various ways. '10 

Gramsci was not entirely consistent: but from this meagre 
evidence, Gruppi ini('~rs too much, proclaiming, in a weil-knowIl 
article, that: 'For Gramsci the concept of hegemony normalry 
includes those of"leadership" and "domination" together,'ll 

This intepretation is both unjustified and unjustifiable. 
\!l/hen Gramsci refers to hegemonv in his Quademi. it is almost 
invariably clear from the context that he conceives it purely in 
terms of ideological leadership, and that he wishes to counter­
pose it to the moment of force l2 Even when he speaks of 
'political hegemony' or 'political leadership' (direzione), he un­
doubtedly means the consensual aspect of political contro!.13 In his 
.1lesire to portray Gramsci as a staunch Leninist, Gruppi has 
blurred a crucial dimension of his thought. Gramsci's usual­
and decidedly unLeninist-use of hegemony is well brought out 
in a now fatnous letter he wrote to his sister-in-law from prison 
in 1931. Here he distinguishes between 'political society (or 
dictatorship, or coercive apparatus, for the purpose of assimi­
lating ~he popular masses to the type of production and 
economy ofa given period)' and 'civil society (or hegemony ofa 
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social group over the entire national society exercised through 
so-called private organizations, such as the Church, the trade 
unions, the ,school, etc. r.14 Gramsci's deference to Lenin, his 
hesitancy:" to admit his departure from strict Leninism,-- his 
meaesly about the extent of his own contribution, betokened 
his profound respect for the Bolshevik's practical achievements 
and status as a patron saint of revolution. 

I I. -Civil Society/Political SociefY 

At the foundation of his analysis, Gramsci employed yet another 
time-honoured dichotomy in political thought-that be'tween 
civil society and political s()Ciety. The distinction is usually 
associated with Heg,l's Philosophy oJRight, but its origins can be 
found in the writings of the French and English philosophers, 
politicians, and economists of thc seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries who first discovered and investigated 'society' as a 
speciaL independent realm of knowledge and activity. The 
concept of society was the fruit of a long process of intellectual 
elaboration, All the same, Gramsci claimed that his definition 
of civil society was taken from HegeL 1S I I' so, then his inter­
pretation of the German philosopher was, at least in this respect, 
rather idiosyncratic; for Hegel clearly understood bv civil society 
the complex oC commercial and industrial life, the totality of 
economic instruments and relations, together with the public 
services needed to maintain order within them (e.g. civil courts, 
police). Gramsci, by contrast, identiii'ed civil soCiety with the 
ideological superstructure, the institutions and technical instru­
ments that create and diffuse modes of thought. Hewas perhaps 
inspired by those passages in The Philosopky oj Right where Hegel 
included in the realm of civil society the corporations, or trade 
associations, vvhich, through their educative functions, mediate 
between the anarchic particularism of civil society and the 
integrated, universal aspect of social life embodied in the state, 
Whatever his motive, Gramsci departed not only from Hegelian 
usage but also from Marx's equation of civil society with the 
material substructure (i,e, the structure of economic rela­
tion5),16 vVhat Gramsci did, then, was to use traditional ter­
minology in order to highlight an imp~rtant, though generally 
neglected, theoretical distinction within the Marxist concep­
tion of superstructure, a distinction whose relevance for ex-

, , 
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plaining tbe structure of power and dynamics of revolution he 
wished to illuminate. 

Thus, Gramsci's division of the superstructure into two 
realms, and his concomitant distinction between hegemony 
and domination siunal an attempt to construct a theory of the , ~ 

superstructure, which, before Gramscl, constituted a glaring 
lacuna in Marxist thought. 17 Tbis inadequacy was rooteel in the 
historical peculiarities of the doctrine. Marx himself concen­
trated most or his mature cfic)rts on the study of economic 
processes, After his death, most of his followers erroneously 
attributed an influence to the difkrent social spheres in propor­
tion to the treatment accorded them in his published writings. 
This error was facilitated bv the standard interpretation of 
Marx's well-known claims ,;n tbe relationship between the 
domain of material production and the superstructure. If the 
economic liil' of society is solely and wholly responsible for tbe 
character and development of other spheres, the activities which 
go on in the latter can be safely ignored or, if need be, deduced, 
Marxism from the start was preoccupied with the economic 
base to the virtual exclusion of the superstructure. By the early 
thirties, it became patently obvious that this approach was 
deficient. Capitalism sbowed no signs of succumbing to its 
'insoluble contradictions' and history' ·had not 'taken care of 
itself', The stage was set for systematic thought about the 
superstructure, and Gramsci took up the challenge. 

Before proceeding any further, some additional points about 
his dichotomy between political and civil society should be 
made, To begin with, the distinction is essentially analytical, a 
convenient device designed to aid understanding; in reality 
Gramsci recognized an interpenetration between the two 
spheres, For example: 'the State, wben it wants to initiate an 
unpopular action or policy, creates in advance a suitable, or 
appropriate, public opinion; that is, it organizes and centralizes 
certain elements of civil sQciety' .18 In this connection, Gramsci 
~iscusses the manipulative potential of radio and the yellow 
press, which mayor may not have direct ties witb the govern­
ment. The crucial point, to his mind, is that governments can 
often mobilize the support of the mass media and other ideo­
logical instruments, partly because the various dites, political 
or otherwise, share similar world-views and life-styles, and 



The Concept of Hegemony 

partly because the institutions of civil sQ(;:iety, whether or not 
theX are directly controlled by the state. must operate within a 
legal framework of rules and regulations. Indeed, Gramsci 
takes note of the tendency towards increasing state intervention 
in ci\·if society, especially in the realm bf culture (libraries, 
theatres, museums, etc.) and education. 19 

l\1orcover, as Gramsci indicates, the functions of the two 
moments Of'thf' superstruCture overlap to some extent. Political 
society in itsel! he suggests in a couple of brief passages, exercises 
a limited hegemonic rule. The elaborate structure of liberal 
democracy (e.g. parliaments, courts, elections, etc.), by creating 
a fa,·ade offreedom and popular control, and by educatim; men 
in the ways of bourgeois politics, conditions them to accept the 
status quo willingly20 While Gramsci only alludes to this func­
tion and hardly gives it much weight, we should not be misled 
by the stark simplicity of his definition of political society as thc 
'apparatus of state coercion which legally assures the discipline 
of those groups which do not consent'.21 Conversely, certain 
hegemonic institutions of civil society, such as political parties 
and organized religion, are transmuted, in specific historical 
situations and periods, into constituent components of the state 
apparatus. 22 And, needless to say, all organs of civil society 
coerce those non-conformists and rebels who come under their 
particular jurisdictions. 

This close collaboration, this ambiguous line between civil 
and political society, is translated in the Quademi into a broad 
definition of the state, comprehending all institutions which, 
whether formally public or private, enable the dominant ~ocial 
group to ~xercise power. (Confusingly, Gramsci retains the 
~ore conventional, narrow conception of the .state as political 
society). At various points, he defines the state in the following 
manner: 

State = political society + civil society, that is hegemony armoured 
by coercion. 23 _ 

State in the integral sense: dictatorship + hegemony.24 

[The State is] the entire complex ofpoliti~al and theoretical activity 
by which the' ruling classes not only justify and maintain their 
domination but also succeed in obtaining the active consent of the 
governed.25 

( 

j 
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For Gramsci, then, the critical superstructural distin'ct~?p is 
not so much civil/political or private/I;ublic as hegemony/ 
-domination: and individual societies can be analysed In,terms of 
the balance between, and specific manifestations of,' these· two 

types of social pmtrol. 

III. Hegemony and Taylorism-Fordism , 
Thus far we have discussed hegemony as a superstructural 
phenomenon, whose essential centre ~rradiatio~l is 'civil soci~ty'. 
But in a disjointed and somewhat lI1Conc!usive set of prison 
notes headed 'Americanism and Fordism'\ Gramsci seems to be 
saying something rather different. In these long overlooked 
pages, whose importance has recently been alleged by a number 
of commentators,26 he explores the technocratIc and co~'­
poratist tendencies at work in advan:ed capitalisr;:. In pam; 
culaL he is concerned to exam me the sIgmficance of raylonsm 
as a method used by American capitalists to subo.rdi~ate th: 
workers to machine specialization, and the 'cult of etl~Cl~ncy . 
Frederick Taylor, whose system is expounded in The PrInCIples of 
Scientific Management (.,,)11), conSU"uct~d an integrated body of 
principles for the purpose of maxImlzI~g efftCIency wIthm the 
l'abour process. His v/hole theory, It IS falr to say, ~as based on 
the conception of man as.a highly specialized machine, whose 
internal mechanisms could be precisely adapted to the needs of 
modern industry. 'Ta'ylorism' can be encapsulated in :three 
propositions: (I) the ~orker must be confmed to a partIcular 
and minute task withm the productlve process; (2) he must 
develop automatic and mechanical attitudes (or.reactions) to 
his work; there is to be, as Gramsci notes, no 'actIve partlClpa­
tion of intelligence, fantasy and initiative on the part of the 
w{)rker'·27 he becomes, in effect, an appendage of the produc­
tive apparatus; and (3) there must be an emphasis on indwidual 
monetary incentives, with the aim ofbreakmg down the spmt of 
solidarity in the work force-which spirit, so the argument 

, . 28 A d· 
fUnS, lowe~s the ge~e~al standard of per~orm,~nce, . C(~or ,mg 

to Gramsci Tavlor s Ideas form the baSIS of Amencamsm or 
'Fordism', ;he ideology of the advanced ,sectors of American 
industry. The chief goals of this ideology, Gramsci pomts out, 
arc to rationalize production and create 'a new type of man 
suited to the new type ofwork'.29 
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America, he believed, enjoys a 'preliminary condition' which 
facilitates the implementation of'Fordism': 

This condition could be termed 'a rational dembgraphi~ com'position' 
and consists in the fact that there do not exist nu.,rnerous classes 
without an essential function in the world of orod'u"ctiono tliat is, 
purdy parasitic classes. European 'tradition', Eu'ropean 'ri~ilization; 

,~is! lin the contrary, characterized precisely by the existence of such 
. classes, created by the 'richness' and 'complexity' of past history, 

which has left behind a heap of passive sedimentations, as evidenced 
by the saturation and fossilization of state officials and intellectuals, 
of clergy, and landowners, of predatory commerce and the [pro­
fessional] army ... 

Since America has no feudal past, she is relatively free of these 
'parasitic' ('idle and useless') residues, whose presence has 
hindered the development of European industry and com­
merce.'o The absence of this incubus has enabled the United 
States to organize production on rational lines and to dispense 
relatively high wages-at least in certain industries. To some 
extent, then, America hils realized the 'Taylorist' project: she 
has 'apparently suppressed the critical faculties of the workers, 
undermined their natural tendency towards collective organi­
zation, and-so to speak-'bought them off'. It follows that in 
the USA, 'hegemony is born in the factory' and requires for its 
exercise only a "minimal quantity' of ideological inter­
mediaries.31None the less. Gramsci did think that some ideo­
logical mediation was necessary-hence his stress on how the 
Puritan ethic was manipulated to legitimate the behaviour 
(abstention from alcohol and 'disorderly' sexual activity) 
necessary for rationalized production techniques. (Maximum 

. efficiency is of course impossible when workers dissipate their 
energies.)32 Also, we must ask ourselves, how seriously did 
Gramsci take these new developments within capitalism? Did 
he. for example, actually believe, like Marcuse, that the rhythm 
of work in semi-automated factories could degrade men into 
stupefied automatons?33 The answer is no .. The total mechani­
.zation of labour, reasons Gramsci, 'does not spell the spiritual 
death of man'. Once the worker adapts to the new conditions, 
his brain, 'far from being mummified, achieves a state of com­
plete freedom'. Because of the routine nature of his task, the 
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worker acquires greater opportunities for thinking; and 'the fact 
that he ?;ets no immmediate satisfaction from his work ,md 
realizes that [the capitalists] want to reduce him to a trained 
gOI'illa, can lead him into a train of thought that is hardly 
conformist'.34 Neither can high wages serve as a long-run lfj­

strument of hegemony, for it is a 'transitory fonn of rem un era­
tion', which 'will disappear along with the enormous profits' as -
modern techniques of production become more widely dif-' 
fused.35 'Fordism l

) as a mechanism of winning consent) was 
therefc)re geographically limited and historically doomed. For 
Gramsci, hegemony emanated primarily. if-not entirely. fror;n 
the organs of civil society: it could have no firm or lasting baSIS 
in the economic structure of capitalism, which-as we shall 
see-he regarded as a decadent, essentially inefficient mode of 
production. 

IV. Hegemony and the Marxist Definition of Power 
Disillnsioned by the failure of the revolution to spread beyond 
Russia, Gramsci came to yiew hegemony as the most important 
face of power. the 'norm~r {()rlTI of control ,in any p(~st-ffud~l 
society, and, in particular. the strength of bourgeOIS ruk !Il 

arlvanced capitalist society, \vhere materia} fbrcf' is resorted to 
on a large scale only in periods of exceptional crisis. The pro­
letariat, in other words, wear their chains willingly. Con­
demned to perceive reality through the conceptual spectacles of­
the ruling class, they are unable to recognize'the nature or 
extent of their own servitude. Thus, he redefined the MarXIst 
view of power in bourgeois society in morc comprehensive 
terms. The idea that human society depends on voluntary 
agreement by its members to.associate for the achievement of 
common goods, and upon the voluntary acceptance of mutual 
obligations and common arrangements is one of great antlqUl~y. 
What was original about the concept of hegemony w,\s ItS 
incorporation of this ancient proposition into a Marxist theory 
of class domination. For Marxists, dwelling on their apoca­
lyptic vision, had invariably pictured capitalist society as little 
more than a battleground of irreconcilable forces and warnng 
classes. 

I t is true that Gramsci' s conception harks back to the passage 
in The German Ideology where Marx and Engels declare that: 
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I n every epoch th(' ideas of tht' ruling dass are the ruling ideas, that is, 
the class that is the ruling material power of society is at the same time 
its ruling intellectual power. The class having the means of material 
production, has also control over the means of intellectual produc­
tion, so that it also controls. generally speaking, the ideas or those who 
lack the means ofintelleclual production. 36 

This assertion~ which was reiterated in the Communist Mani­
festo,37 is consonant with Marx's famous dicturn, expressed in 
his essay on Hegel's PhilosoPk)' oj Right, that 'religion is the 
opium of the people'. Marx and Engels plainly conceded the 
possibility that the ruling class could perpetuate its rule by 

\ controlling the Jneans oflegitimation and enshrining its defini­
tions in the major institutional orders. Still, the (ounders of the 
'philosophy of praxis' gravely underestimated the depth and 
pervasiveness of so-called 'false consciousness'. In the very 
same work quoted ahove, they inform us that, for the pro­
letarians, 'such theoretical notions [bourgeois ideology J do not 
exist'. If the working class ever did adhere to these notions, they 
'have now long been dissolved by circumstances' .38 These cir­
cumstances are made explicit in the Manifesto: 

... modern industria! labour, modern subjection to capital, the same 
in England as in France, in America as in Germany, has stripped him 
[the proletarian] of rvery trace of national character. Law, morality, 
religion, are to him so many bourgeois pre;judices behind which lurk 
in ambush just as many bourgeois interests. 39 

The workers, on this argument, have come to inhabit a world 
where bourgeois culture-its norms and values, ideals and 
beliefs-is irrelevant, and where new forms haye emerged in its 
stead. Commenting on the class structure of nineteenth-century 
England, Engels remarks that the proletariat has become a 
'race wholly apart' from the middle classes. 'The workers speak 
other dialects, have other thoughts and ideas, other customs 
and moral principles, a different religion, and other politics 
than those of the bourgeoisie.'4o 

Attendant upon this radical cultural divergence is open 
hostility, manifest in a wage struggle Marx describes as 'a 
veritable civil war'.41 For Marx and Engels, as for all Marxists 
before Gramsci, conflict, not consensus, permeates the system: 
'Our epoch, the epoch of the bourgeoisie possesses this distinctive 
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feature: it has simplified the class antagonism. Society as a 
whole is more and more splitting up into two great hostile 
camps, into two great classes directly facing each other: 
Bourgeoisie and Proletariat.'42 J ndeed, every sonal order based 
on a division of labour is~ according to this view, necessarily a 
conflietual system: a class divided society is inevitably a society 
rife with turmoil. The problem of order, therefore, is typically 
solved by force or the threat of sanctions. The repressive func­
tion that 1\1arxism characteristically assigns to state power 
arises logically out of the requirements of a set of social arrange­
ments whose very persist.ence is always at stake. The state IS a 
weapon, regularly and systematically used, because th: internal 
threat to the system is continually mamfestmg Itself m vlOlent 
wavs. Power is the key variable in this model of society: men do 
wh~t is expected of them largely, if not wholly. because they are 
compelled to do so by those who monopolize the means of 
coercion. If they do not comply, they are threatened WIth or 
made to suffer some sort of punishment or deprivation. 

I t might be argued, with some plausibility, that Lenin did not 
accept the foregoing model. that all his thinking was conditioned 
by a fundamental despair over the proletariat'S inherent ten­
dency towards submissiveness, towards acceptance of the 
essentials of the existing order. 'To be sure, in his most memor­
able (and quoted) pamphlet, he puts forward the following 
argument: 

There is much talk of spontaneity. But the spontaneous development?f 
the working-class movement leads to its subordination to b~urgeOls 
ideology; ... for the spontaneous working-c.lass m~vement IS trade 
unionism, ... and trade unionism means the IdeologIcal enslavement 
of the workers by the bourgeoisie.43 

In other words, the exigencies of survival and day-to-day prac­
ticalities restrict mental (or ideological) development, and sub­
ordinate even the unwilling and rebellious to the logic and 
norms of the system. Revolutionary consciousness is not the 
natural product of the life experience of the working people. 
This observation is widely regarded as epitomizing Lenin's 
theoretical contribution to Marxism. It is not generally realized, 
however, that the pessimism of What is to be Done?-a work 
produced in Igo2-accords ill with certain of his earher and 
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later writings, which articulate the conventional Marxist 
optimism about the subversive propensities of the proletariat 
During the course of the revolutionary events of' 1905, for 
example, we find him suggesting that 'the working class is 
instinctively, spontaneously social-democratic': a view he still 
maintained some years later when reviewing this period in 
retrospect. 44 

Of course, we must be chary about what inferences we draw 
from Lenin's pamphlets and articles. His writings are always 
difficult to assess because of their engaged and rhetorical 
character) their intimate connection with concrete political 
activity, with specific cOl?trovcrsies, events, and circumstances. 
Much more than Gramsci. Lenin was an activist first and a 
theoretician second. It is nsually forgotten that What is to be done? 
was a polemic produced as part of an internal debate within the 
Russian Social-Democratic Party. Lenin later insisted that 'it is 
false to consider the contents of the pamphlet outside of it~ 
connections with this task'.45 In addition, he was concerned, in 
this work, with the status of trade unions within Tsarist Russia 
rather than within capitalism generally. 

The point to be emphasized is that Lenin made no clear-cut 
attempt to deviate from the classical Marxist analysis of capita­
list society, at least not on a theoretical level. And regardless of 
whether he consistently (or 'really') believed that the pro­
letariat is spontaneously disposed to mere 'trade unionism', he 
was constant throughout his career in his interpretation of the 
bourgeois order as essentially coercive. Capitalist democracy 
was 'the dictatorship of the bourgeoisie', shot through with 
coercion and violence: 'the more highly developed a democra,v is, the 
more imminent are pogroms or civil war in connection with any prqfound 
political divergence which is dangerous to the bourgeoisie' 46 Conflict 
between oppressors and oppressed, Lenin believed, is endemic 
in the capitalist order; trade unionist or 'economist' tendencies 
can only divert, and possibly temper, this ubiquitous and bitter 
confrontation; they cannot eliminate it, or transform a society 
riddled with internal contradictions into an integrated whole. 

But, in this Quaderni, Gramsci stresses that class conflict is not 
just channelled by generally accepted norms: it is effectively 
neutralized. To his mind, the present, antagonistic social reality 

.... c~n be upheld only if the antagonisms contained in it are hidden 
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from view. Prior to social Iile, beneath it, enveloping it, is an 
underlying consensus. As far back as '919, long before he 
developed his concept of hegemony, he devoted considerable 
theoretical attention to hovv trade unions and socialist parties, 
by working within the categories of bourgeois democracy, come 
to accept the very presuppositions of its operation. 47 Writing 
from prison some years later, he completely dismissed these 
traditional working-class institutions as n1ere 'instruments of 
political order', fully incorporated into the capitalist regime. 
Under their tutelage, class conflict hecomes domesticated and 
degenerates into a desire for marginally higher wages. This 
illusory conflict is consensus in disguise, and only serves 
to strengthen bourgeois hegemony by obscuring its true 
character. 48 For Lenin, trade unionism was a sign of poor 
strategy: for Gramsci, it was botb a mechanism and symptom of 
cultural integration. 

To (ond ude this section, Gramscl seized upon an idea 
marginal (or. at most, incipient) in earlier Marxist thought, 
developed its possibilities, and gave it a central place in his own 
thought. In so doing, he rerouted Marxist analysis to the long·­
neglected-and hopelessly unscientific-territory of ideas, 
values, and beliefs. More specifically, he uncovered what "'as to 
become a major theme of the second generation of Hegelian 
Marxists (i.e. the Frankfurt School): the process ofihternaliza­
tion of bourgeois relations and the consequent diminution of 
revolutionary possibilities. But before we can accept hegemony 
as a useful tool of analysis, it must receive much further clarifi­
cation. 

v. Consent, Consensus, Hegemony: a Conceptual Analvsis 

At this point, two crucial, difficult, and closely related problems 
present themselves. Hegemonic rule is rule through 'consent' 
(consenso) , but what exactly does Gramsci mean by this 
notoriously vague concept? That is to sav, what sort of conform­
ing behaviour does he have in mind? And if hegemony involves 
some measure of societal consensus, what aspects of the social 
order must be included in this agreement? 

Consent, like many terms of political theory, is capable of a 
multitude of ambiguities and meanings, and it might prevent 
confusion to say a few words about its history and current 
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usage. Sorne notion of consent as describing the rdation of 
subjects with their government has been present throughout 
virtually the whole history of political speculation. Historically 
the idea has functioned within a theorY of political obligation: 
since its~ inception) the concept of consent has been proposed as 
a ground orfoundation nUhe right to exercise political authority, 
and as a moral limit on the extent and nature of that authority. 
For example, in ancient Rome. 'the great jurists of the Digest 
recognized one, and only one, source of political authority in the 
Empire, that is, the Roman people, and the emperors them­
selves, as late as\.Justinian, acknovvledged this as the true 
theory'.49 But the individualist overtones which the concept 
CaIT1C to acquire in sevcnteenth-century cont.ract theory were 
not present in either classical or mediaeval thought. Pre-modem 
notions of consent had nothing to do with individual acceptanc<;) 
by each and every human being; nor did they entail express 
choice or deliberate authorization. They simply affirmed that 
the authority of the ruler somehow flows, at least in part, from 
the fact that his subjects-understood as a corporate com­
munity, transcending individual preferences-allow or 
acknowledge it. Such a view of consent was appropriate to an 
organic conception of society. infused with the idea that every 
man has his appointed status and function in' a natural hier­
archy, and that problems of political ethics are problems not of 
rights but rather of the duties a man owes to his community, his 
people, his lord, his king, his Church, or his God, by virtue of his 
role in the universal order. This model of society could not 
survive in the face of an advancing individualism, expressing 
itself theologically in protestantism, economically in mercantile 
capitalism, and politically and philosophically in the theory of 
natural rights and social contract. In this latter doctrine con­
sent came to be understood primarily as (a) a deliberate and 
voluntary act on the part of individualS, and (b) as the only 
ground of political authority. Nothing could make any man a 
subject of a commonwealth, wrote Locke, 'but his actually 
entering into it by positive Engagement, and express Promise 
and Compact'SO The inconvenience of this view is clear 
enough, and succeeding centuries witnessed a reversion back to 
the collectivist sense of consent among those who did not 
abandon the term altogether. In contemporary political 
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thought. 'consent of the governed' has been refashioned to take 
account of the weaknesses of the earlier liberal definition and to 
express a new demand. No longer does it rekr merely to .the 
necessary ground of the general right of governments to exercise 
au~hority, but-also tq the cont!nuing processes--e.g. represen­
tatIve government) freedom of speech and association-by 
which, it is thought j governments are made responsive to th~ 
demands of the governed. 'Consent' has come to indicate the 
manner in which individual citizens ought to be involved directly 
or indirectly in the activity ofg-overning. the mannCL that is, in 
which political society should be organized and constituted. 
Thus, thc concept has taken on a burden of meaning absent 
fI·om the minds of contract theorists and, in the process, has 
ceased to refer to a mental disposition of agreement. Plamenatz, 
for ex~mple, asserts that 'where there is an established process 
of election to an office, then, provided the election is free,' anyone 
who takes part in the process consents to the ;'uthority of 
whoever is elected to the office'. 51 "Vhether or not an individual 
citizen inIact consents is no longer considered relevant; 'con­
sent' emerges as an immanent principle of procedural 'correct­
ness': 'the consent which is a necessary condition of political 
obligation ... is rather the maintenance of a method, which 
leaves open to every sane, non-criminal adult the opportunitv 
to discuss, criticize, and vote for or against the government'. 52' 

'Consent', then, has come to be regarded as specifying the 
nature or raison d'etre of the whole system offamiliar demo~ratic 
institutions. I n its absorption into modern liberal ideology the 
concept has tended to acquire a restricted, somewhat arbit;'ary 
connotation. Used in this narrow fashion it becomes useless in 
throwing light on the structure and working of political societies. 
In any case consent would not seem to be a useful specification 
of a democratic .regime, whose important qualities could be 
better (and less perversely) defined in a different manner. 

When Gramsci speaks of consent, he refers to a psychological 
state, InvolVIng some kind of -acceptance-not necessarilv ex­
plicit--of the socio-political order or of certain vital aspe~ts of 
that order. Gone are the moral and prescriptive connotations 
w!'ich traditionally have been attached to the term: his conccp­
tiOb ~f consent is purely descriptive, referring to an empirical: if 
not dIrectly observable, fact. Thus, a hegemonic order need not 



The Concept of Hegemony 

incorporate liberal institutions and practices; indeed, it maybe 
t{)talitarian in the strictest,sense. To Gramsci, the contemporary 
liberal assumption that a people without the opportunity to 
express opposition or dissent cannot truly be said to consent 

-would seem most curious. But, assuming that consent refers-to a 
mfIltal disposition, there are weaker and strQnger~ more passive 
and more active senses and forms of it. In order to elucidate 
Gramsci's meaning, it would be useful, first" to map out what 
sorts of political and social conforming. behaviour might 
plausibly be said to be connected with the idea of consent. 

Needless to say, conforming behaviour which is similar in its 
external manif,'stations may be the expression of very different 
attitudes, which can be grouped into three broad categories. 
First, one may conform because of the fear of the consequences 
of non-conformity, which may produce punitive deprivations or 
inflictions, including the loss of honour or self~esteem. This is 
conformity through coercion, or fear of sanctions-acquiescence 
under duress. Second, one may conform because one habitually 
pursu~s certain goals in certain ways in response to external 
stimuli. Thus, a man adheres to certain patterns of behaviour 
not because he consciously values them but because he has 
seldom entered situations in which the possibility of their rejec­
tion or modification has arisen. Conformity in this sense is a 
matter of unreflecting participation in an estahlished form of 
activity. 

Now there is no great linguistic impropriety in classifying 
'forced) compliance or unconscious adherence as consent; 
Gramsci, however, did not include them in his definition of 
consent. As we shall see more clearly in a moment, hegemony is 
instead characterized by a third type of conformity: that arising 
from some degree of conscious \ attachment to, or agreement with, 
certain core elements of the society. This type of assenting 
behaviour, which mayor may not relate to a perceived interest, 
is bound up with the concept of 'legitimacy', with a belief that 
the demands for conformity are more or less justified and 
proper. Gramsci does not specify exactly what kind of con­
sensus (consensus with regard to what?) defines a situation of 
hegemony. His vagueness on this matter is shared by later 
consensus theorists, working within the Parsonian tradition in 
sociology and political science. Many recent critics of consensus 
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theory have noted how its proponents experience enormous 
difliculty in isolating the objects of agreement they deem neces­
sary for the maintenance of social cohesion. The now plati­
tudinous phrase, '('ons~nsus over fllI1damentals l

, comes 
perilously close to being a vacuous tautolo~·. Certainly, there 
must always be- cdnsensus on linguistic and other norms involv-' 
ing- symbolic communication, or else no sodety could possibly 
exist. Consensus in fhis sense has little explanatory value: but 
Gramsci meant milch more than this. His concept oChegcmony 
embodied a hypothesis that within a stable social order, there 
must be a substratum of agreement so powerful that it can 
counteract the division and disruptivf forces arising from con­
flicting interests. And this agreement must be in relation tt> 
specific objects-persons, beliefs, values, institutions or what­
ever. Not included in hegemony are other types of unity or 
solidarity not fC)fged around common objects, such as the in­
tense bonds of affection and loyalty that may be present among 
the members ora family or kinship group. or the 'consciousness 
of kind' that some social theorists have spoken about in connec­
tion with social and national solidarities. While it is impossible 
to be precise about what objects of consensus Gramsci had~ in 
mind, he seemed, by contextual irnplicalion, to [C'gard agree­
ment on what Edward Shils has called 'the centre' to be the 
essence of hegemony-at least in modern industrial society. 
The 'centre', on Shils)s definition, includes cognitive proposi­
tions and moral standards about the societal distribution of 
benefits and about the worth of institu.tions of authority and 
order by which this distribution is brought about. changed, or 
maintained. Consensus must focus on the allocation of scarce 
goods, the permissible range of disagreement, and the institu­
tions through which decisions about such allocations are 
made-that is, on the values, norms, perceptions and beliefs 
that support and define the structures of central authoritv. 53 In 
Aristotle's metaphor, all men either sound the same note ~relse 
different notes in the same key. 

But consent through voluntary agreement can vary in 10-

tensity. On one extreme, it can flow from a profound sense oC 
obligation, from wholesale internalization of dominant values 
and definitions; on the other, from their very partial assimila­
tion, from an uneasy feeling that the status quo, while shame-
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fully iniquitous, is nevertheless the only viable form of society. 
Yet Gramsci. as we shall see, is far from clear about which band 
or bands of the continuum he is talking. \ 

There is perhaps a fourth possible type of conformity: which 
can be called pragmatic acceptance. Such acceptance occupies a 
central'place in'exchange theory~ now enjoying currency among 
sociolog,ists. One conforms, On this theory. because it is' con­
venient, because this is the way to insure thE' reciprocal conduct 
of others, which is a pecessary condition of success in achieving 
on("s own goats, among them, the pursuit of wealth, material 
s,ecurity, power, prestige, social acceptance, love', and so on. An 
individual consents, then, because he perceives no ''realistic 
alternativ('~i.e. no other alternative which do,:s not run the 
r<sk of diminishing or eliminating his satisfactions. The basic 
assumption here is that, 'in a condition of scarcity and inter­
dependmce. it is simply imprudent not to behave in certain 
socially accepted ways; confornlity arises out of the existential 
conditions that make social units interdependent. 

This type ofconuJrmity, I would maintain, can be subsumed 
under one or another of our previous- categories. In the first 
place, it is logically impossible to define a social interest in­
dependently of an ideological system. The definition of such 
interests must have reference to goals. and goals are not chosen 
randomly or 'objectively' but in terms of a hierarchy of values 
and beliefs. Against this, it might be argued that the desire to 
increase or preserve onels material benefits is indeed an objec­
tive interest, and one, moreover, which goes a long way towards 
explaining social conformity. But the desire to seek after the 
fleshpots of the consumer society is itself a value, irreducible 
to any timeless, absolute human needs. It is reasonable to 
designate as objective- interests a certain class of natural needs in 
as much as they involve our biological preservation. Thus, if a 
potential non-conformist is threatened with severe deprivation, 
such as dire poverty or death, it is unquestionably in his interest 
to comply. Such an extreme situation, however, can be fitted 
into a coercion model. But what about situations where our 
biological interests are only mildly or marginally threatened, 
and where invocation of the coercion model would be inappro­
priate? For instance, in this age of the welfare state, it would be 
odd (though not implausible) to say that anyone in Britain is 
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being coerced into remaining at any jJar(icuiar job; yet even a 
short spell on subsistence level unemployment insurance can 
threaten one's health or vitality, ifitleads to significant changes 
in diet or living conditions. In a wide range of cases, then.

c 

to 
avoid unemployment is surely a biological interest. Is.it not 
therefore an objective interest' A less complex issue, such as the 
problem of air pollution, might prove instructive here. Ceteris 
paribus, a low level of air pollution can categoricallv be said tobe 
in everyone's interest; but the ceteris paribu~ clause'is critical, for 
a rational man might be willing to risk breathing bact air in 
exchange for, say, the economic benefits of having the local 
factory operating at a level of maximum efficiency. In any given 
si~uation, whether or not it is in my interest to breathe p'u~e air 
wIll depend upon the nature of my objectives. For the dangers of 
air pollution are not normally so severe or definite th~t they 
must be avoided at all costs in all circumstances. The same can 
be said for the dangers of temporary unemployment, at least in 
advanced societies. One might reasonably trade off some phvsical 
deprivation fClr extra psychic satisfactions. Speaking generally, 
the greater the number of realistic alternatives (and in complex, 
liberal societies, these are likely to be many), the more the 
dt:~n~t.ion o~ intere~ts is determin~~ in reference to v~lucs an9 
bebels. to IdeologIcal presupposIiions. These premIses mav 
themselves deviate from social conventions but it is with 
conforming behaviour that we are concerned. If an individual's 
perceived interests mesh with those of the rest ~of the COm­
munity, then it is most likely that his perception will be based 
upon consensual principles. Ideological consensus, especially 
when it is firmly rooted, is bound to assume the guise of a 
collective pursuit of rational interests. But we should not forget 
that the very definition of what is 'rational' or 'pragmatic' itself 
c.onceals evaluative propositions as well as a particular cogni­
tIve framework. To speak of prudential consent simpliciter is not 
only conceptually inadequate; it also diverts attention from a 
vital question about social' intera,ction, a question central to 
Gramsci's concept of hegemony: namely, why do men define 
their interests as they do. 

The distinctions made here between different modes of con­
formity are analytic and hence easily drawn. But it is not all that 
easy in actual circumstances to determine) for example', where 
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compliance originating in voluntary agreement ends and where 
compliance deriving from constraint begins. On cases that fall 
near the margins, clear demarcation is impossible, DifTerent 
types of conformity flow imperceptibly into their neighbours. In 
any event, it is not our purpose here to quibble over marginal 
possibilities, but only to distinguish Gramsci's conception of 
consent irom other conceivable ways of defining the term. But 
even if we define consent as conscious agreement over principles 
and practices, it is, as has been noted, a condition compounded 
of attitudes and motives capable of ranging over many diflerent 
shades of quality and degrees of intensity. This is not merely an 
academic point: social stability will depend in large part on the 
depth DC societal consensus. Gramsei's aetnal words on the sub­
ject are ambiguous (though only superficially so) and merit 
1110re attention than they have hitherto received. 

At times, Grams.ci implies that consent in a hegemonic situa­
tion takes the form of active commitment, based on a deeply 
held view that the superior position of the ruling group is 
legitimate. For example, he characterizes hegemony as the 
'spontaneous consent given by the great masses of the popula­
tion to the general direction imposed on social life by the 
dominant fundamental group, consent "historically" caused by 
the prestige (and therefOre by the trust) accruing to the 
dominant lirouP because of its position and function in the 
world of production' 54 Elsewhere he suggests'that those who 
are consenting must somehow be truly convinced that the 
in terests of the dominant group are those of society at large, that 
the heliemonic group stands for a proper social order in which 
all men are justly looked after: 'The fact of hegemony un­
doubtedly presupposes that account be taken of the interests 
... of the groups over which hegemony is to be exercised 
... that the leading group make sacrifices of an economic­
corporate kind.'55 Evidence such as this leads one widely read 
commentator, Giuseppe Tamburrano, to claim that consent, as 
understood by Gramsci, is an 'expression ... of intellectual and 
moral direction through which the masses feel permanently tied 
to the ideology and political leadership of the State as the 
expression of their beliefs and aspirations' 56 

This interpretation, I think, captures only a part of Gram sci's 
meaning. For in those passages where he is most explicit about 
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the nature of mass consciousness in bourgeois society) his con­
cept of hegemony takes on a richer, more penetrating character. 
In the chapter of the prison notebooks entitled 'Relation Be­
tween Science, Religion, and Common Sense', Gramsci focuses 
on the superficiality of consent within the capitalist system, by 
drawing attention to the frequent incompatibility between a 
man's conscious thoughts"and the unconscious values implicit 
in his action: 

... is it not often the case that then: is a contradiction between one's 
intellectual affirmation and one's mode of conduct? vVhieh then is the 
real conception of the world: that logically affirmed as an intellectual 
act? Or that which emerges from the real activity of each man, which 
is implicit in his behaviour?S7 

Gramsci goes on to answer these questions by suggesting a 
dIstInction between 'true' and '£aJse' conscio"usness: 

, , , this contrast between thought and action ... cannot but be the 
expression of profounder contrasts of a social historical order. It 
signifies that the relevant social group [the working classes] has its 
own conception of the world, even if only embryonic; a conception 
which manifests itselfin action, but occasionally, by fits and starts­
when, that is, the group is acting as an organic totality. But this same 
group has~ for reasons of submission and imeiiectuai subordination. 
adopted a conception which is not its own but is borrowed fro~ 
another group ... 58 

A few pages later he elaborates on these points: 

The active man-in-the-mass has a practical activity, but has no clear 
theoretical consciousness of this activity. , . , One might almost say 
that he has two theoretical consciousnesses (or one contradictorv 
consciousness): one which is implicit in his activity and which trul~ 
unites him with all his fellow-workers in the practical transformation 
of reality; and one, superficially explicit or verbal, which he has 
inherited from the past and uncritically accepted, But this 'verbal' 
conception is not without consequences. It binds together a specific 
social group, it innuences moral conduct and the direction of will, in a 
manner more or less powerful) but often powerful enough to produce 
a situation in which the contradictory character of consciousness does 
not permit of any action, any decision or any choice and produces a 
condition of moral and political passivity. 59 

Consent, then, becomes essentially passive. It emerges not so 
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much because the masses prof()undly reg-ard the social order as 
an expression of their aspirations as because t.hey lack the 
conceptual tools, the 'clear theoretical consciousness', which 
would enable them e!lt>ctively to comprehend and act on their 
discontent--discontent manifest in the activity which unites 
them 'in the practical transfe)rmation of reality'. Presumably 
this would include all forms of collective worker action­
bargaining, strikes. riots. factory takeo\,('Ts. Because it is devoid 
of overall direction or purpose, thi;.; action is sponidic and 
ineffective, 'The 'active man-in-the-mass' lacks the means with 
which to formulate the radical aiternative 'implicit in his 
activity'. C)n the one hand, his education has never provided 
him with the abilitv to manipulate abstract symbols, to think 
clearly and systematically; on the other. all the institutional 
mechanisms through which perception is shaped-the schools, 
the Church) the conventional political parties, the mass media, 
even the trade unions-in one way or anot~er play into the 
hands of the ruling groups. The very framework fe)r his analysis 
of the existing system is fixed bv the dominant ideology60 In 
this respect, language itself serves a hegemonic function. 
Gramsci displays interest in how its subtle connotations freeze 
perception and conception, thus facilitating the acceptance of 
conventional assumptions and impeding the expression of 
1~reti0al ideas. Trained in linguistics and aware of its latest 
discoveries, he recognized that every culture discloses and 
guides its system of values and its general cognitions in it') 
language: ' ... every language contains the elements of a con­
ception of the world'. 61 Mental activity will depend on the 
character of the availahle vocabulary; if abstractions like 
'democracy' and 'liberty' are identified with existing institu­
tions, this will present a barrier to the diffusion of alternative 
ima~es of society. So, all things considered, while the workers 
may be dissatisfied, while they may sense the contradiction 
between the positive official definition of reality and the stark­
ness of their own subordination) they are unable even to locate 
the source of their discontent, still less remedy it. 

The masses, Gramsci seems to be saying, are confined within 
the boundaries of the dominant world-view, a divergent, loosely 
adjusted patchwork of ideas and outlooks, which, despite its 
heterogeneity, unambiguously serves the interests of tbe 
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powerful, by mystifying power relations, by justifying varibus 
fc)rms of sacrifice and deprivation, by inducing fatalism and 
passivity, and by narn)\ving mental horizons. Such social con­
flict as exists is limited in both intensity and scope: there is 
general acceptance of means fix adjudi(,ating labour and other 
disputes, and lar~e ",nors of the established system enjoy 
immunity from political attention. The reigning ideoloh'Y 
moulds desires, \"alues and expectations in a way that stabilizes ./" 
an inegalitaTian system. 

What overall picture emerges of the nature of mass consent in 
advanced capitalist society? It is well surrlmarized in (;ramsci's 
felicitous phrase, 'contradictory consciousness'. The thinking or ... ' 
the common man is neither coherent nor consistent over time: it 
is instead 'disjointed and episodic):62 elem('nts of intellectual 
and moral approbation coexist in unsteady equilibrium with 
elements ofapath~i, resif;nation, and even hostility. To be more 
schematic, on a general and abstract plane. the 'active-man-in­
the-mass 1 t:xpresses a great deal of agreement with. or at least 
passive a('('cptance oC the dominant conception oCthe world (if 
in a na'ive, common-sensical f(jrm); but on the situational level, 
he reveals not outright dissensus but nevertheless a reduced 
level nfcommitment to the 'bourgeois' ethos, because it is often 
inappropriate to the realities orhis class position. 

This account of mass consciousness is meant to be paradig­
matic. Gramsci of course understood that reality is far more 
complex and differentiated. Clearly, the .'tates of mind asso­
ciated with diflerent types of compliance-fear, habit, indif­
ference, acquiescence, positive attachment-are intrrwoven in 
different ways in the social personalities of individuals. Some 
men are more successfully socialized than others, who may be at 
the margins of the dominant consensus or even outside it. In 
Gramsci's conception, where a man falls on the continuum 
between absolute cOtnmitment and total r~jection is intimately 
related to his socio-economic conditions. Those who experience 
pain from the existing distribution of income, power, and 
status, though often sharing much oftbe consensual pattern of 
belief~ also have contrary inclinations. A society which unjustly 
inflicts the distress of exclusion or deprivation cannot wholly 
succeed in assimilating into its affirmative consensus those 
whom it mistreats. 
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Gramsci's df'scription of popular consciousness in modern 
bourgeois society is, in principle, empirically testable: and in. 
later pages, we shall ,assess it in the light of recent survey 
studies. But his conceptualization of 'contradictory consClO'US­

ness' also possesses a rationalist. specifically Marxist com­
ponent, which is not susceptible to survey techniques. In 
Gramsci~s eves manifestations of lower-class discontent are not 
sim plv rand'om, empirical data open to a wide variety of inter­
pretation. On the contrary, these expressions of deviance fit 
into a pattern: they have an objective, intrinsically subversive 
meaning and incarnate an embryonic revolutionary ideoloe,'Y. 
What is more, Gramsci posits that the ideology the masses 
adhere to on a general level is 'false'. not only because it is 
historically regressive but also because it reflects the interests 
and experience of the ruling classes. A man's 'real' conception 
of the world should not besought in his verbal affirmations; it is 
implicitly revealed in his practical activity. 

Beset by contradictions and sustained by deception, 
bourgeois hegemony is characterized by equivocal consent-at 
least as far as the majority is concerned. But this shallow form of 
hegemony does not exhaust all the possibilities, for hegemonic 
sit~ations diner in intensity, and the degree of variation is 
rooted in the- dynamics of historical development. I t is rarely 
noticed that Gramsci speaks of three different levels, or types, of 
hegemony. (Hence the apparent inconsistency in his definition 
of consent.) In" paradigm case, which we can call zntegral 
hegemony, mass aniliation would approach unqualified commit­
ment. The society would exhibit a substantial degree of 'moral 
and intellectual unity', issuing in an 'organic' (tu use the 
Gramscian idiom) relationship between rulers and ruled, a 
relationship without contradictions and antagonisms on either 
a social or an ethicalleve!' Such a stable situation, however, can 
persist only in those historical periods when well organized, 
widespread opposition is absent or discredited and when the 
ruling class performs a progressive function in the productive 
process, when it <really causes the entire society to move 
forward, not merely satisfying its own existential requirements 
but continuously enlarging its social framework for the con­
quest of ever new spheres of economic and productive activity' :63 

Gramsci singles out post-revolutionary France as a close h,s-

-
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tori cal approximation to the ideal type and as a proper model 
for the proletariat to emulate in its struggle to budd an ordme 
nuollo. Bv attending tC) the aspirations and enlisting the energies 
of 'the great popular masses', the .lambins 'created the bour­
geois State. turned the bourgeoisie into the leadmg, hegemOnIC 
~lass of the nation; that is, gave the nevll State a per~an("nt 
basis. and created the compact modern French nation'. 6 

But in modern capitalist society, Gramsci claims, bourgeois 
economic dominance, whether or not it faces serious challenge, 
has become outmoded: no longer is it capable of representing, 
or furthering) everyone's in.terest., Neither is it ~'~pat~le of com­
manding unequivocal allegIance from the non-elIte: . as soo~ as 
the dominant ,group has exhausted its itlI1ct.ion. t~H' I~e~)logxal 
bloc tends to decay' 65 Thus, the potential for sOClal dlSlntegra­
tion is ever-prese~t: conflict lurks .iust beneath the surf'lce. In 
spite- of the numerous achievernrnts of the systenl, the need.s, 
inclinations. and mentality of the rnasses are not truly In 

harmony with the dominant ideas. Tbough widespread. ~'ul­
tural and political integration is fragile; such a SituatIon mIght 
be called decadent hegemony. . 

The third and lowest form of hegemony-let us label 1l 

minima! hegemo~v-pre\'ai!ed in Ital,Y from the p:r,io~ of uni­
fication until (roughly) tbe turn of the centurv. IIlls type of 
hegernony rests on the ideological unity of the econ0r.nlC, polItI.cal 
and intellectual elites along with 'a\'('"rsion to any mterventlon 
of the popular masses in State lif,>'66 The dominant economic 
groups do not 'accord their interests and aSpIratIons WIth ~he 
interests and aspirations of other classes'. 67 Rathe.r, th('~: ~aIn­
tain their rule through trasformismo, the practice of mcor­
porating the leaders--'::cultural, political, social, economic .. ~-()f ., 
potentially hostile groups into the elite.network: ~~e .. result bemg 
'the formation of an ever broader rulmg class. [he mduce­
men!s used may range from mere flattery to oikrs of employ­
ment in administration to the granting of substantIal power In 

decision-making. Because of trasformismo, 'the popular masses' 
of the I talian nation 'were decapitated, not absorbed mto the 
ambit of the new State' 69 For tbem the institutions of the liberal 
state were either nothing but names, distant and irrelevant., or 
else alien and coercive forces. The seeds of this disaffection were 
sown during the Risorgimento, when the dominant Moderate 
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Partv (which represented the company bosses, rich farmers, 
estate managers and entrepreneurs) succeeded in unifying the 
countrv politically but failed to establish an ideological bond 
between it.self and the corrimon people. over whom it (or the 
groups it spoke' Il)r) exercised 'the function of "domination" and 
not ''"leadership'': dictatorship without hegemoI1y'.70 Strictly 
speakinf!;, the hegemony of the Moderates extended only to 
other sections of their own bourgeois class; in particular to the 
forces associated with the Republican Partito d',4~ione, the Party 
of Mazzini and Garibaldi, whose deference to the premises of 
the liberal order impoverished and Hltimately neutralized its 
radicalism.71 Whatever its pretensions, the Risorgimento never 
managed to reach down to the masses and construct a truly 
national community. To quote Gramsci's bitter condemnation: 
'They said that they wefe aiming at the creation of a modern 
State in Italy, and they in fact produced a bastard,'72 The 
illegitimate offspring was most unhealthy, an unbalanced and 
corrupt-if economicall'y progressive-society, founded on 
widespread passivity and the spectre of violent repression, 
'Hegemonic activity' (Gramsci's own words) did exist, but it 
was confined to the upper and middle classes, and as snch 
'becarne merely an aspect of the function of domination'. 73 

\Vh"t the Risorgimento and its aftermath amounted to was a 
'passive revolution', a process of modernization presided over 
by the established elites, who used the 'revolutionary' changes 
to maintain their supremacy and consolidate the extant order. 74 

This supremacy, as we have seen, rested upon a narrow con­
sensual f(mndation. Yet, because popular leaders were assimi­
lated into the system, and because the masses themselves did 
not possess the cultural sophisticatio~1 to fit their grievances into 
anything resembling a coherent framework, social discontent, 
while prevalent, lacked any direction whatsoever, Alternating 
with lengthy periods of sullen acquiescence, disruption did not 
move beyond what Hobsbawm has called 'primitive rebellion',75 
pre-political and chaotic, contained by existing categories of 
thought and behaviour, incapable of being directed into re­
formist or revolutionary channels, and doomed to total failure, 
Such rebellion was based on '''generic)) hatred', which was 
• "semi-feudaP' rather than modern in character'. 76 Thus, in a 
very nef!;ative sense, the people were subject to the 'intellectual 
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and moral hegemony' oftbe ruling groups; but it was an exceed­
ingly weak hegemony, marked by a low level ofintegration. 77 

This concept of iritegration lies at the heart of hegemony, 
and. for Grarnsci. serves to distinguish the ancient and 
mediae\'al from the modern state, The following passage 
furnishfs mnch insight irtto what a h~'gemonic order is not: 

In the ancient and mediaeval State alike, centralization. both 
political-territorial and social (and one is a function of the other). was 
minimal. The State was. in a certain sense. a mechanical bloc of social 
groups, often of different races: within the sphere ofpolitical-rnilirary 
compression. exercised in acute !ixrns; only occasionally. the sub­
altern groups had a lif{~ of their own, their own institutions. etc., and 
sometimes these institutions took on Statf" [unctions. which made the 
Stare a federation of social groups with separate functions not 
organized fcn" a common purpose. 78 

Thus Gratnsci wished to dispense vvit.h the organic rnetaphor so 
commonly applied to ancient and mediaeval societies. I t is far 
more fruitfuL he believed, to view them as mechanical assemb­
lages of distinct units, characterized by an absence of inter­
dependence in the critical sphere of economic activity. vVhat 
s11ch societies rCDresent i::; a primitive f()frn of state. where the 
links between what people ,;ctually experience and the laq,er 
social. economic, and political framework are renl0te and in­
direct. 79 (()n this conception, post-Risorgimento Italy was 
semi-mediaeval.) Social 'order stems mainly from inertia, from 
habit and indifi(~rence, not from consensus. The system is rigid: 
there is little or no contact and mobility between the dominant 
and subordinate groups. 

But the bourgeois state, as the first modern state, 'substitutes 
for the mechanical bloc of social groups their subordination to 
the active hegemonv of the directive and dominant group, thus 
abolishing certain outmoded autonomies, which are. however," 
reborn in other f(Jrms, as parties, trade unions, cultural associa­
tiohs'.ao These allegedly autonomous institutions incorporate 
the masses into the structure of bourgeois rule, which, for all its 
subtleties and apparent pluralism, is more or less total: 

The revolution which the bourgeois class has brought into the con­
ception of law, and therefore into the function of the State, consists 
especially in the will to conform. " , . The previous dominant classes 
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were essentiallv consCfvatiV(, in the sense'that they did not tend to 

allow an organic passage from the other classes into their own; i.e. to 
enlarge their class sphere 'technically' and ideologically; their con­
ception was that ora closed caste. 'The bourgeois class posesitseJfas 
an organism in continuous movernent. capablc or absorbing the entire 
society. assimilating- it to its own cultural and economic level. The 
entire function of tbe State has been transformed: the State has 
hecome an '('ciucator'. 81 

lin· place ofthl' vulgar caricature ofliberalism--offered by hoth 
ron1'antic cOllservatives and socialists-as an atomistic doctrine, 
seekil:lg to dissolve the solidarities of socia.l relationships and to 
replace them by the unf(:ltered individual, tbe masterless man, 
Gramsci presents a view of the doctrine, and its bearers, as 
deeply inf()rmed by a spirit of common life and social union. 
Thus, the modern state (assuminp; Ihat it is functioninRProperly) 
transcends the particularism of the 'economic-cDrporate 
phase': it.is a stale in the real sense. enjoying the 'consent oCthe 
go\'crned', however superficial this consent may he. 82 

VI. War o/Mantruvre/War o[Positwn 

HC,gcmony. as Gramsci understood ie was not just a 1001 of 
historical and socia! a_nalysis: it was also a guiding concept for 
political practice, His ideas on integration enabled him to add a 
new dimension to the !\·1arxist theory of revolution. thus super­
sedin~ its aridities but. at the same time, introducing a whole 
new sci of problems. 

The IT nited Front polin' of '922 pointed to the need to 
f(Jfmu]ate new approaches to the socialist revolution) owing to 
the notable dill,'rence in development between pre-'9'7 Russia 
and \-Vestern European countries. No ont' spoke of deviating from 
the Russian model (which remained the unquestioned paradigm 
of revolutionary practice), only of adhering to it in more reso­
lute and imaginative ways. Gramsci first deals with the problem 
theor~ticalh in a letter of '924, where he discusses the strength 
of superstructural forms 'created by the greater development of 
capitalism', which 'render the action of the masses slower and 
more prudent and therefore demand of the revolutionary party 
a strategy and tactics much more complex and vigorous than 
those used bv the Bolsheviks in the period between March and 
November of '9'7'. Refurbishing one feature ofthe old L'Ordine 

The Concept of Hegemony 

Nuovo theory of '9 '9-20, he focuses on how the development of 
capitalisln has created 'a worker aristocracy with its adjuncts of 
trade union bureaucracy and social-democratic groupings'.83 
I n directives to the central ('ommi Itee of the PC I in.J uly of '925 
and August of '926. he pressed these themes yet again S4 A f,'w 
years later~ in his Quaderni, he wove the pessimistic strands of 
these communications into a full-blown revision of the sacred 
texts. 

Todarify his argument. Gramsci compares political struggle 
to military conflict. prudently warning, however, that the com­
parison must be taken with a 'pinch of salt', as a mere 'stimulus 
to thought', since confrontation in the political sphere is 
'enonnously more complex' than war between nations. 85 Yet 
parallels are e\·idenl. In their reflections on armed hostilities 
among 'the more industrially and socially ad\·anced States}, 
modern military experts have proclaimed the centrality of the 
'war of position' (protracted trench warfare) and relegated the 
'war of movement'. or 'war ofman(X'uvre' (rapid frontal assault 
on the adversary's base) to a subsidiary role. The latter has 
been 'reduced to more of a tactical than a strategic function', 
'The same reduction'. G-rarrlsci counsels. 'must take placE' in the 
art and scif'nc(' of politics'. T'hc reasons for this 'reduction' are 
then elaborated: 

1 n the most advanced States civil society has hecome a verv 
complex structure. one which is resistant to tile catastrophic irrup­
tions caused by immediate economic factors (crises, depressions) 
etc.). The superstructures of civil society are like the trench-systems 
of modern warfare. I n war it would sometimes happen that a dogged 
artillery attack seemed to have destroyed the enemy's whole defensive 
system~ whereas in fact it had only destroyed the outer perimeter; and 
at the moment or their advance and attack the assailants would find 
themselves confronted by a line of defencf which was still effective. 
This is what happens in politics during the great economic crises. 86 

To put it less picturesquely, the dominant ideology in modern 
capitalist societies is highly institutionalized and widely in­
ternalized. It follows that a concentration on frontal attack, on 
direct assault against the bourgeois state ('war of movement' or 
'war of manceuvre') can result only in -disappointment and 
defeat. Gramsci associates this futile strategy with Trotsky's 
forrnula of 'permanent revolution', and consigns it to: 
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an historical period in which the great mass political parties and the 
great economic trade unions did not yet exist. and society was still, so 
to speak, in a state of fluidity in many aspects: greater backwardness 
of the countryside, and almost complete monopoly of political-state 
power [~fficienza] by a few cities or even by a single one (Paris in,the 
case of France); a relatively simple state apparatus, and greater 
autonomy of civil society from state activity; ... greater autonomy of 
the national economies from the ('conomie relations of the world 
market, etc. 87 

From this catalogue we can infer three historical trends which, 
for Gramsci, complicate rather than further the revolutlOnary 
process: rapid economic development, increased cent~al~za­
tion, and the growth of popular participation. So th, optlmlsm 
QfMarxist thinking had been misplaced. The march of industry, 
according to him, I-cads not to certain revolution but to the 
integration of the masses into 'the capitalist system,. as the 
agencies of socialization become more and more sophIstIcated 
a~d ubiquitous. vVhat is needed in such circumstances is a 'war 
of position' on the cultural front. This strategy requires steady 
penetration and subversion of the complex and multIple 
mechanisms of ideological diffusion. The point of the struggle IS 
to conquer one after another all the agencies of civil society (e.g. 
the schools, the universities, the publishing houses, Ihe mass 
media, the trade unions). I n the absence of a prior 'revolution of 
the spirit', a seizure of state power would prove transitory if not 
disastrous. I t would be a matter of destroying only the 'outer 
perimeter' of the capitalist system of defence. The momen­
tarily triumphant revolutionary forces would find themselves 
facing a largely hostile population, still confined within the 
mental universe of the bourgeoisie. Attention must therefore be 
directed to the inner redoubt of civil society, to the dissemina­
tion of radical ideas about man and society-in short) to the 
creation of a proletarian counter-hegemony. Before revolu­
tionizing class and political relations Communists must revolu~ 
tionize man himself, his way of thinking and feeling. Gramsci 
expresses some doubt as to whether this mental transformation 
can befully achieved before the demolition of the capitalist state 
apparatus; in two passages he admits that the new Marxist 
regime will need to employ legal punishments (and rewards) In 

order ;to eradicate certain customs and attitudes and encourage 
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others'88 Despite this qualification his message emerges with 
clarity: in modern capitalist society a ~reversal of hegemony' is a 
precondition of successful revolution. But it is not simply a 
matter of substituting one hegemony for another. The principle 
of hegemony must itself be transformed-b'om a principle that 
mystifies the social situation to one that exposes exploitation 
and supersedes it. 

What Gramsci's proposals amounted to, in effect, was the 
abandonment of the hallowed Bolshevik model. He placed 
much emphasis on a distinction between the 'organic' and 
'conjunctural' dimEnsions of revolutionary change. 89 The 
former refers to a gradual shift in the halance of social and 
cultural forces, and corresponds to the 'war of position'. The 
latter refers to the rcalm of contingency, to the momentary 
period of crisis in which political f()rces contend !()f state power; 
it is the arena of political combat, of military confrontation, 
roughly equivalent to the 'war of movement'. Imprisoned by 
their scientific categories, Marxist revolutionaries had taken 
the 'organic' component for granted and focused their energies 
on the 'conjunctural', thus abandoning thc'mselves to the 
momentary practicalities of economic and political struggle. 
They saw no need fix a genuine cultural confrontation wit.h the 
bourgeoisie. Gramsci was advocating a reversal of emphasis, 
Value conflicts could no longer be dismissed as illusory or 
unimportant. On the contrary, one of the movement's first 
tasks, according to the Sardinian, was to discredit or refute the 
'cornerstones' of the dominant value-system-i.e. its 'great 
philosophical svntheses'. 'I t is necessary', he wrote: 

to strike against the most eminent of one's adversaries .. A new 
science [in this case. Marxism] proves its efEcacy and vitality when it 
shows that it is capable of confronting the great champions of the 
tendencies opposed to it, when it either resolves, in its own way, the 
vital questions they have posed or demonstrates, peremptorily, that 
such questions are false. 90 

The 'battle of ideas' was to be waged at allievels-includinp; the 
highest. Marxists could no longer afI()rd to remain encased in 
their 'economist' shells. 

In light of all this, we can attempt to make sense of his 
vaguely formulated (though often cited) thesis, propounded in 
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his discussion ofthe Risorgimento, that 'a social group can) and 
indeed must, already exercise leadership [i.e. be hegemonic] 
bef()re winning governmental power (this is one of the principal 
conditions f()f the very conquest of such power)' 91 In the 
passag'e in question, Gramsci makes no attempt to qualify or 
restrict the application of this 'methodological criterion'. But 
understood as a universal hypothesis, it would seem, on its face, 
to be contradicted by the Russian revolution, prior to which, as 
he himself noted. the 'war of position', the struggle lor cultural 
supremacYl received scant attention. 92 He does not seem to 
recognize a problem here and, in a famous passage, justifies 
Lenin's strategv by underlining the significant differences be­
tween East and West: 

In Russia the State was everything and civil society was primitive and 
amorphous; in Jhe vVest there was a proper relation between the State 
and civil society, and when the State trembled a robust structure of 
civil society was at once reveaJed. The State was merely an outer 
trench, behind which there stood a powerful chain of fortresses and 
casemates. more or less numerous h'om one State to the next.93 

The Bolsheviks, it appears, did not need to exercise intellectual 
and moral leadership in pre-revolutionary Russia because they 
were operating in an ideological vacuum. The various peoples 
within the Empire clung to beliefs of autochthonous origins and 
were in no way integrated into the regimels scale of values. But 
where does this leave Gramsci's thesis about the universal 
necessity of hegemonic activity as a preliminary to the conquest 
of power? Given the nature of the Quaderni, we would be foolish 
to expect absolute consistency. If we come across apparent 
contradictions, perhaps we should resist the temptation to 
collect debating points and instead attempt to sort out the 
origins of these contradictions or to trace them back to a more 
fundamental unity. In any case, Gramsci's overall position is, I 
think, clear enough: that in post;feudal orders, in societies on the 
road to social integration) 'there can and must be hegemonic 
activity even before the rise to power, and that one should not 
count only on the material force which power gives in order to 
exercise an effective supremacy' .94 Just how much hegemony is 
needed will vary in accordance with the degree of social integra­
tion, with the sturdiness of civil society. In the conditions of 
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advanced capitalist society, for instance, the hegemony of the 
proletariat would have to be self-conscious, widespread, and 
deeply-rooted. But all this is very general and leaves open the 
thorny questions of concrete analysis and application. As 
Gramsci says) 'an accurate reconnaissance of each individual 
country' is required. 95 Identifying the foci and levels of strength 
of the various hegemonic orders, and specifying suitable lines of 
attack, are problems for empirical study. Implicit here is the 
need for a complex, differentiated analysis of the revolutionary 
process and of the strategies appropriate to it. Gramsci does not 
himself cast this insight in the form of a testable hypothesis. but 
he does mark out the necessary analytic path for students (and 
advocates) of social change and revolution, by suggesting 
models and areas for fllture research. 

Thus, there are not simply two grand strategies: one. the 'war 
of movement I, appropriate to a non-organic, neo-feudal society; 
the other) the Iwar of position', appropriate to a situation or 
advanced social development. The gradations of social integra­
tion l Gramsci seems to believe) can be arranged: like consent) 
along a continuum; an infinite range of strategies is therefore 
possible. Yet, for purposes of simplicity, we can focus on the 
areas near the two poles of the continuum. On one extreme l 

where civil society is 'primitive and amorphous'l revolution can 
be viewed as a technical-military operation, depending less on 
the empirical consciousness of the masses than on the deploy­
ment and structural relations of forces. This would be, in 
Stanley Moore's classification, a 'minority revolution'. On the 
other extreme, where civil society is healthy, a prolonged ideo­
logical struggle is a necessary precondition. On this conception 
of revolution (what Moore labels a 'majority revolution'), the 
state apparatns is finally left isolated and helpless, its ideo­
logical and institutional supports eroded. Revolution takes the 
form not cifsudden destruction but of gradual dissolution.96 

The major premise of Gramsci's theory of revolution is that 
objective material interests are not automatically or inevitably 
translated into class consciousness'3 In contrast to the main­
stream of Marxist analysis, Gramsci'understood that responses 
are invariably culturally conditioned, that political action­
even in the long run-cannot be conceived as an 'objective' 
calC'ulation of costs and benefits, for the very definition of what 
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constitutes costs and benefits necessarily presupposes some, 
framework of values and categories which does not itselfmerely 
reflect 'external reality'. That is to say. political and social 
pref<'rences do not simply arise from the facts of economic 
struggle; .they reHeet a man's assumptions ahout. how society is 
and should be run 1 and in capitalist society, Gramsci claimed, 
these mediating assumptions arc largely set by the ruling classes 
through their highly developed mechanisms of political sociali­
zation. 

Left to their own devices, then, the masses in western 
countries are powerless to overcome their intellectual and 
moral subordination. The long and ardous process ofdemystifi­
cation requires an external agency: 

Critical self-consciousness means, historically and politically, the 
creation of an intellectual elite. A h~man mass does not 'distinguish' 
itself, does not become independent: 'for itself) without, in a broad 
sense, organizing itself; and there is no organization without 
... organizers and leaders.97 

Thus, Gramsci's concept of hegemony provides the basis f(x a 
theory of the revoluLionary party. Fur it falls upon an organized 
elite of professional revolutionaries and communist intellectuals 
to instil in the masses the 'critical self-consciousness' which will 
enable them to overthrow the existing order and develop a 
morally integrated society based on proletarian, collective 
principles. 

The nature of this task will be discussed in later chapters, 
What interests us here is Gramsci's belief that the proletarian 
revolution is not inherent in the historical process, but just one 
conceivable outcome among others, dependent on the existence 
ofsufllcient org-anization, enerhl)T, and imagination to overcome 
the integrative tendencies of modern society, Before Gramsci, 
Marxists £i·om Marx onwards approached each crisis in capital­
ism with the certainty that this time the proletariat would be­
come class conscious, that is. come to view its social being as 
embedded in tbe necessary structural antagonisms of capitalist 
society. Revolutionary consciousness was regard\d as un­
problematical, a natural outgrowth of tensions and disruptions 
occurring during a period of systemic collapse. Even Lenin 

\ 
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retained the theoretical baggage ofinevitabilitv, though his prac­
tice and strategic inju'nctions belied it. 

It is, I believe. reasonable to affirm that. before Grarnsci. no 
Marxist thinker had been sufliciently sensitive to the historical 
impact of ideologies and consciousness; none saw any point in 
delving into the intricacies of mass psychology. It has become 
fashionable in some circles to play down the fatalistic element in 
Marx's own thought and instead stress the rather tentative role 
he assigned to superstructural factors, Some commentators 
deny that Marx was putting forward an inexorable law of 
historv or that he viewed the communist future as tbe necessary 
culmi~ation afhistorical development. To quote Lichtheim, 

the 'relentless onward march of civilization' is a ComtearL not a 
l\1arxian, postulate. If rhe second generation of his followers under­
stood Marx to have expounded a kind of universal optimism, they 
thoroughly misunderstood the meaning and temper of his message, . , . 
Like every commitment [~1arxisml carries with it the implied possi­
bilitv offailure. "\ten." it otherwise there would be no sense in speaking 
of't~sks' confronting the movemrnt,98 

No doubt, in -Marx's theory, neither institutions nor men 
function as inert, passive victims of history's inner logic. But the 
fact that consciousness is active is not to be equated to a 
contention 'that it can counteract either the dynamics ofproduc­
tion or the predestined caurse of history. The distinguisbing 
question, of course, is whether the action is in harmony with the 
system of production and its immanent tendencies or is able to, 
obstruct or recast them. Marx's 'true' position on this is not 
easily recoverable. Like most interesting thinkers, he took in­
sufficient pains to make himself understood, thus leaving room 
for considerable controversy over the meaning of the concepts 
and laws he enunciated. Pareto once likened Marx's statements 
to bats: you can see in them something that looks like a mouse 
and something that appears like a bird. But mouse-like inter­
pretations of Marx, which attempt to defend him by minimiz­
ing his now embarrassing 'scientific' image, cannot bear the full 
weight of the textual evidence; nor, if taken far enough, do they 
do Justice to his originality. He was of course willing to qualifY 
his views in the light of political events or new data, but such 
changes never led to changes in his overall perspective. 
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Marx stated quite plainly-and often enough-that the 
workinR class would, throuRh its own eflorts and perceptions, 
attain a fully developed consciousness of its situation and aims, 
that the everyday struggle for survival in class society was the 
school fill' revolution. In other words, the proletariat is a class 
whose conditions of life, whose experience at work and else­
where, whose common struggles and discussions, will sooner or 
later bring them to an understanding of their state and what 
must be done to transforrn it. Some major f(,'atures of Marx's 
view of class consciousness are summarized in the following 
passaRe li'om The Holy Family: 

because the conditions of life of the proletariat bring all the 
conditions of present society into a most inhuman focus~ because man 

'is lost in the proletariat but at the same time has won a theoretical 
awareness of that loss and is driven to revolt against this inhumanity 
by urgent patent, and absolutely compelling need (the practical ex­
prr-ssion ofnece.~siry)-therefore the proletariat can and must emanci­
pate i!self. .. 1 ts aim and historical action is prescribed, irrevocably 
and obviously, in its own situation in 1if(> as v.,rell as in the entire 
organization of'contemporary civil society.99 

I n the Communist Manifesto, Marx casts this process in a more 
sociolog-ical mould: 

The ad\'anc('" of industry, whose involuntary promoter is the bour­
goisic, replaces the isolation of the labourers, due to competition, by 
their revolutionary combination, due to association, The develop­
ment of modern industry, therefore, cuts from under its feet the very 
foundation on which the bourgeoisie produces and appropriates 
products. vVhat the bourgeoisie therefore produces) above all, is its 
own grave-diggers. Its fall and the victory of the proletariat are 
equally inevitable. lOO 

To be more specific, the evolution of industrial capitalism both 
furnishes the preconditions of collective organization, by herd­
ing workers together in large numbers, and creates the depriva­
tion which spurs them to combination, This unity develops 
consciousness of conflicting interests and trains workers in 
methods of struggle. The limited economic achievements of 
their unions lead workers to adopt political forms of action, and 
ultimately to challenge directly the wbole structure of class 
domination. And so, 'The knell of capitalist private property 
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sounds. The expropriators are expropriated .,. capitalist 
production beRets, with the inexorability of a law ofl'iature, its 
own negation. 'tDt 

For !\"Iarx, then, the growth of revolutionary consciousness is 
an incvitablr concqmitant of the very economic contradictions 
that generate the downEdl of capitalism. The philosophical 
basis of this argument is given blunt expression in The Gennan 
ideoio,gv, where he and his partner observe that: 

The phantoms formed in the human brain, too, afe necessary sub­
limations of man's material lift"-proc:ess which is empirically verifi­
able and connected with material premises. Morality, religion, meta­
physics, and all the fCSt of ideology and their corresponding forms of 
consciousness no longer seem to be independent. They have no 
history or development. Rather, men who develop their material 
production and their material relationships alter their thinking and 
the products of their thinking along with their real ('~xistence. Con­
sciousness dews not determine life. but life determines consciousness. 102 

Thus, conscious activity is an ideological reflex of the primary 
process whereby men organize their relationship to nature and 
to each other. Yet, as is well known, Marx anticipated Lenin 
(\vho never reconciled his mechanistic matcrialism with his 
theory of the party) in speakinp; of the need ff)r an enlightened 
vanguard to systematize and promulgate the reW)lutionaI)' 
theory at first only implicit in mass consciousness. ()n the one 
hand, then. i\!arx fCit quite certain that the contradictions 
engendered hy capitalism would inevitably lead to class con­
sciousness; on the other hand, he attributed to political action 
and to his own scientific theory of history a' major role in 
bring-ing about the result. In his own eyes this difficulty was 
resolved because such subjective elements as revolutionary 
science and political activism were themselves necessary by­
products of the structural deficiencies inherent in capitalism. 
While Marx obviously realizes that no revolution can be made 
without some sort of prior change in proletarian consriousness) 
he consistently denies that this change has any independent 
causal significance. But, in the final analysis, he (and his later 
disciples) tailed to supply a convincing account oftbe theoreti­
cal link between determining conditions and determined re­
sponse; he (and they) did not correctly estimate the real gap 
between 'objective' and subjective interests. 
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Here again, as with. the analysis of bourgeois rule, the concept 

of hegemony advances us beyond the categodes of classical 
Marxism. But Gramsci's theory of class conSClOusness cannet 
be fully understood in isolation from his theory of social causa­
tion. What, if any, are the underlying conditions for the emer­
gence of a new culture, a new mode of thought and being? To 
what extent was Gramsci a voluntarist" What role dId he assIgn 
to the economic infrastructure' To these (and related) ques­
tions, we now turn, 

CHAPTER 3 

Base and Superstructure: 
the Role of Consciousness 

The canons of historical matnialism are valid only 
post-factum, to study and comprehend the events of 
the past; they ought not to become a mortgage on 
the present and future. 

(Gramsci, 'La critica critica', Il Crido deL Popolo, 
12January 1918) 

1. The NeD-Idealist Interpretation 
M U cHI TAL I A N discussion of Gramsci has centred on the 
fundamental question of his status as a Marxist writer. Prima 
facie, his preoccupation with hegemony, with intellectual and 
spiritual supremacy, does seem to situate him in the idealist 
camp. For was he not, after all, speaking in terms of the 
autonomy of ideas? \Vas it not a comrnon idealist tendency to 
interpret all cultures and epochs as expressions oC a distinctive 
Geist, or ethos, that gradually penetrates institutions and belief 
systems until its various forms are exhausted and a new Geist 
replaces it? The idea that revolution can be conducted in the 
realm of thought, that liberation can be attained through 
philosophy, was always considered a Young Hegelian heresy. 
If, according to Marxism, the course of history is shaped by the 
determined action of material conditions operating in con­
formity to immutable laws independent of human will, then 
how could Gramsci, with his denial of historical inevitability 
and stress on the subjective dimension of human experience, 
possibly be a Marxist? Not surprisingly, it has been the view of 
many thatl in the Sardinianls writings l a quasi-idealist volun­
tarism replaces historical and economic determinism. On this 
interpretation, Gramsci does not~ like Marx, stand speculative 
idealism on its feet; he merely injects into the doctrine some 



62 Base and Superstructure: 

Marxist ingredients. What really COUlICS, for him, is 'will' and 
conSCIousness, the world of the intellect, of sentiments and 
passions. This way of looking at Gramsci is fortified hy his 
apparent aversion for serious infra-structural analysis. For the 
p,urely economic theories of Marx and his later disciples, 
Gramsci showed neither sustained interest nor profound under­
standing. Trained in philosophy, literature and linguistics, he 
was I~ no posItIon to confront the theoretical problems of 
MarxIsm from the pOInt of view of an economist. But how can 
any genuine Marxist theorist-it is asked-ignore what is 
generally regarded as the bedrock of the system-inquiry into 
the 'laws of motion' of capitalist economy? 

Many commentators have underlined the affinities between 
Gramsci's approach and that of Benedetto Croce, who, in the 
manner ofa cultural pontiff, dominated Italian intellectual life 
on both the political Right and Left during Gramsci's formative 
years. Paradoxically, they say, the earnest Communist Party 
leader never escaped from the philosophical shadow caSI by the 
Grand Old Man ofItalian liberalism. This reading of Gram sci 
as Crocean traces its lineage back to 1933, wh~n Umberto 
Calosso, a former aquaintance of the Sardinian, raised eye­
brc~ws with his claim that Gramsci had always been an idealist 
r:hI1<?sopher In the Italian tradition. 1 In 1947 (before the pub­
hcatlOn of the Quaderni) this line of interpretation received 
Impetus from none other than Croce himself, who asserted that 
Gramsci's Lettere dal Careere showed him to be 'one of us'. a 
philosopher in the speculative, anti-positivist tradition, w·ho 
recognized the value of idealist categories, displayed a lively 
apprecIatIon of hIgh culture, and took a hroad view of historical 
developmen t. 2 

,The thesis that Gramsci was a Crocean tout court gave way, 
after the pubhcation of the first volume of notes. to a more 
rdined ~iew of his place in the indigenous philosophical tradi­
tIOn. ThIS volume, whIch contained a series of essays and brief 
comm~nts on both Marxist theory and Croce's philosophy, 
made It plam that the mature Gramsci regarded Croce as a 
dounnal op~(~nent. But the neo-idealist interpretation, now 
SUItably modIfIed to take account of new evidence, refused to 
die and even prospe~ed. The most important post-war spokes­
men for thIS perspective were Guido Morpurgo-Tagliabue3 and 
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Giampiero Caracci.4 Both were keen to emphasize Gramsci's 
traditional intellectual bearing. his 'objectivity', and therefore 
played down the significance of his pre-prison political involve­
ment. Whereas for previoLls Marxists the purpose oftheorv was 
to guide practice, the Gramsci of the notebooks, they argued, 
was interested in cultural themes and formal philosophical 
problems solely for their own sakeS Gramsci thus emerged as 
sor;rethmg of a post-Marxist, a 'Crocean of the Left', who 
affIrmed 'the autonomy of particular spiritual activities',6 
While acknowledging that Croce was 'the adversary against 
whom Gramsci battled each day for mastery of himseW, 
Morpurgo-Tagiiabue, for example, still maintained that the 
Sardinian endeavoured to rethink Marxism in terms of Croce an 
philosophy, thus purging the first orits shallow materialism and 
the se,cond of its speculative vices: 'Among Croceans he is a 
MarXIst and among Marxists a Crocean.) In other words, 
Gramsci used Croce, his imaginary interlocutor from 1929 to 
1935, 'to correct Marx', to eliminate the economic bias from his 
social and historical analysis 7 

Since such ,interpretations constituted a serious challenge to 
the CommunIst orthodoxy that Gramsci was a straightforward 
LenIl11st, they were subjected to vehement condemnation by 
Party theoreticians. 8 The chiefobjections were three. First, the 
PCI pointed to the methodological inadequacy of interpreting 
Gram~ci's writings abstractly, in isolation from the specifi~ 
hIstOrIcal context which renders them intelligible. His theo­
retical reflections, it was contended, could n~t be separated 
from his activity as a militant and Party leader. Gramsci was a 
political revolutionary, not a contemplative intellectual, and all 
his texts must be examined in this light. Second, the neo-idealist 
interpretation rested on a definitional mistake. Failing to com­
prehend the breadth and flexibilitv of Marxist theory, observers 
like Morpurgo-Tagliabue wrongiy assumed that the narrow, 
determinist version which incurred Gramsci's wrath was Marx­
ism itself. Third, it was asserted that all attempts to present the 
Sardinian as a disciple of Croce neglected the importance of 
those passages where he (Gramsci) utterly rejected the abstract, 
speculative qualities orthe latter's thought. 

Although these criticisms exaggerated Gramsci's devotion to 
the Leninist perspective, they constituted powerful, eilective 
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arguments against thc tendency to read him as a 'post-Marxist'. 
In partIcular, the Party was justified in objecting to the idealist 
n~:Hion that Gramsci (,DHld be considered' sub specie aetemitatis, 
vIewed as a purely abstract thinker grappling with the eternal 
problems of human it v and not as a committed political analyst, 

. seekmg to deVelop theoretical weapons for the proletarian 
struggle. I t is absurc! to 'historicize' Gramsci's ideas into 
oblivion; but it is equally unreasonable to proclaim, without 
any real historical evidence, that the most prominent spokes­
man for Leninism in Italy was suddenly transmogrified into an 
Ivory-towered Intellectual) more Crocean'than Marxist in his 
philosophical orientation. 

The PCI theoreticians did seem to have the better of the 
argument and throughout thc 1950s, there arose no significant 
challenges to the orthodox line on Gramsci. The nco-idealist 
interpretation appeared to be dead and buried9 In 1963, how­
ever, Il was resurrected in spectacular fashion by Giuseppe 
Tamburrano, a Socialist Party activist lO He argued that 
Gramsci did not so much embrace Croceanism as ~ttempt to 
retranslate it into concrete historical terms. Thus the purely 
speculative component of idealism, dealing with the movemcnt 
of abstract ideas, was jettisoned by him in favour of a more 
realistic approach. Gramsci Teduces 'what is real to man, not 
separate from his world but immersed and a participant in it 

, 11 Still, in the final reckoning, Tamburrano's Grarnsci 
turns out to be something of a subjective idealist, albeit of a 
Marxist variety. The central theme of the notebooks is the 
re-emphasis on man as the maker of his own history rather than 
as a reflection of structural determinants: 'History, savs 
Gramsei, is the will of men who act on nature in order to change 
theIr world, to effect their goals, to satisfy their needs."2 
Human action transcends objective conditions through free 
creation; iqdeed, the o~jective world is no more than man's 
'consciousness of the existence of these conditions'.13 Gramsci, 
according to Tamburrano, 'places the primary accent on the 
subject rather than on the object'. His theory stresses 'the 
predominance of"ought-to-be" over being, of idea over fact, of 
Innovative action aver external conditions'. 14 Thus Gramsci's 
subjectivism 'expunges from the philosophy of praxis all deter­
minism whatsoever'.15 For Tamburrano's Gramsci, building 

The Role of Consciousness 

socialism is.' inIine, simply a matter of winning men~s minds. In 
eflt'ct, his real adversary is 'not Croce hut vulgar ~larxism' .16 

The detail and sophistic·ation of Tamhurrano's anlaysis 
rendered it pretty much immune to the criticisms levelled at the 
earlier version of the neo-idealist thesis. Eschewinp; all attempts 
to picture Gramsci as an Olympian thinker, he readily aflirmed 
that the Sardinian always remained an ardent Marxist actinist, 
who wished to focus attention on teal h~storical movements and 
struggles. Gramsci's Croceanism, on this account, consists not 
in any fascination with abstract ideas or rardied philosophical 
questions, but in his emphasis on the subject rather than the 
object as the primary maker of social ehan1\e, in his refusal to 
recognize the existence. of any objectivity that cannot be over­
come through conscious praxis. The materialist aspect of his­

~ torical materialism virtually drops out. Gramsci ernerges as a 
'realise nfo-Crocean j a Marxist working within a voluntarist j 

subjectivist, idealist framework, totally opposed to any form of 
economic detern1inism. 

The PCI did not manage a convincing reply to Tamburrano 
and the essential points of his interpretation took firm root, 
remaining very much alive (and widely accepted) to this day.'? 
But the past dt'cade or so has witnessed the emergence of yet 
another variant of the neD-idealist reading. On the whole. the 
commentators mentioned thus far expressed sympathy [or what 
they deemed to be Gramsci's 'revision' of orthodox Marxism. 
They viewed his lEuvre as a comrnendable attempt to expand the 
range of a doctrine which had become unduly narrow and 
mechanical. In recent years, however, theorists on the 
'Trotskyist' Left have denounced Gramsci's 'idealism' as a 
pernicious Right-wing deviation, closely linked with the 're­
formist' sins of the Italian Communist Party. These theorists 
fail to see how any serious Marxist-Leninist perspective can be 
reconciled with Gramsci's 'culturalist' and 'voluntarisC bias. In 
drawing a philosophical transfusion from the Italian. neo­
Hegelians, Gramsci, they say, contracted an extreme case of 
subjective idealism. 's One critic even calls him 'the last of the 
great ideologists of the I talian democratic tradition' .'9 

Enough has been said to indicate the importance of the 
'neo-Crocean', 'voluntarist', 'subjectivist', 'idealist' interpreta­
tions of Gram sci. In this chapter, I shall question the validity of , 
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stich, readings, which-I believe-fail to ~omprehend how 
his'toric'al materialism can incorporate a cfucial role for Gon­
s,ciousness without losing) in the process) the essential economic 

'rore that constitutes its uniqueness. It was Gramsci's achieve-
ment to fashion just such a synthesis, Scrutiny of his philo­
sophical and theoretical assumptions will revee] a firm 
materialist basis lor tbe concept of hegemony, N()where in the 

,Quademi does Gramsci embark on a sustained exposition and 
analysis of his basic ideas. To some extent, the tenor of his 
doct~ines must be inferred from scattered observations, How­
ever 1 he comes closest to a systematic discussion of the 
principles underlying his own approach to Marxism in those 
sections of the Notebooks where he undertakes extensive critiques 
of~on the one hand, Bukharin's The Theory oi'Historical Material­
ism, a Manual of Popular Sociology (Popular Manual-Saggio 
popolare-in Gramsci's prison code), and, on the other, Croce's 
brand of spenllative philosophy20 This chapter will therefore 
rely heavily, though not entirely, on these two critiques for 
evidence of Gram sei's position. 

, 
I L The Attack on Bukharin and Orthodox Marxism 
As the historical situation progressively frustrated the expecta­
tions of nineteenth-century Marxism, many socialists sought a 
kind offatalistic deliverance in the quest for scientific certainty, 
Obviously influenced by the growing prestige of the natural 
sciences, and the increasing preoccupation with scientific· 
methodology in all spheres, Marxists came to define their 
doctrine as a comprehensive science of society, which all but 
obliterated even the minlmal voluntarist component discernible 
in Marx's own writings, All 'subjective' elements, including 
politics,philosophy, culture, and psychology, were excluded 
from serious 'consideration by the mania for scientific rigour. 
While it would be unfair to ignore its 'maverick and contentious' 
side?! Bukharin's Popular Manual (by and large) mirrored this 
dominant intellectual current within Marxism, a current which 
included the German School around Kautsky and the Russian 
School started bv Plekhanov, The Bolshevik thinker was the 
expositor and inllcritor of a materialist, determinist tradition 
which flourished as much in social-democratic circles as within 
the Communist movement, and whose influence has survived 
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to this day, The historical importance of the Popular Manual 
should not be underestimated, The book established Bukharin, 
despite his subsequent disgrace, as the foremost .soviet 
systematizer of Marxism in the '920S, Against this background, 
Gramsci's demolition of the Saggio papolare presents itself as 
much more than a critique of Bukharin; it is also a vehicle c 

through which Gramsci expresses his contempt for the crude 
positivism and vulgar materialism of all 'orthodox' Marxism, 
the main tenets of which I shall now sketch ouL Despite par­
ticular internal disagreements, there emerges a familiar general 
picture, 

The 'scientific' Marxists -claimed to be faithful disciples of 
- Marx's teaching, but in fact it is in the writings of Engels that 
we find the first systematic expose of their outlook, which com­
bined four basic elements: (a) a positivist epistemology; (b) a 
dialectical varianf of metaphysical naturalism, (c) rigid eco­
nomic determinism, and (d) a quasi-Darwinian evolutionary 
history, 

According to their theory of knowledge, man's conceptual 
apparatus constantly endeavours to copy ever more accurately 
the external world, which is regarded as a .pre-existent model 
independent of this dfort. ~lan's knowledge consists of'reflec­
tions' '. or abstract pictures of actual objects and processes, 
These mirror images may be 'corre-ct' or 'distorted' but in either "­
case they only translate what takes place in the 'real', primary 
world of 'given' things, Conceptual categories therefore serve 
no independent cognitive function; they evolve through sensate 
perception, thus enabling them better to imitate the external 
world's properties and relations, The theory, it can be seen, 
denies the active contribution of the mind, 

In this schema, all knowledge begins with matter-which is 
accorded ontological priority, Since all exiStence is material, the 
human mind itself is nothing more than matter, and thought is 
merely a chemical secretion within the brain, Mental events­
values, goals, purposes, ideas-are ultimately reducible to 
arrangements of molecules, to physiological processes which, in . 
turn, reOect external stimuli. Of course, dialectical materialism is 
not to be confused with what Marxists call the 'metaphysical 
materialism' of early 'bourgeois' philosophers, like Hobbes and 
Holbach, These thinkers viewed the universe as a huge machine, 
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proc~eding in a perpetual cycle of the same processes. The 
world, they helieved, consisted of permanent and stable thmgs 
or particle~ with definite, fixed properties such as position. m.ass 
and velocity. It was a central point of this philosophy to Vl('W 

nature as i:nmutable. In whatevel: way nature itseIfmight have 
corne into being, once present it remained as it was as long as it 
continued to exist. All development was deni~d. For the dia­
lectical materialists, however, the universe is not static hut 
d\'namic-in a continuous process of transfC}rmation and de­
v;'l()pm~nt. The driving f{)rce is to be found within the material 
processes themselves, in the f internal contradictions that 
operate in every process of nature and society. Development 
proceeds through the struggle of mutually exclusive, opposite 
tendencies in all phenomena. The dialectical motion of matter 
comprehends all changes and processes in the universe from 
mere change of place to thinking. 

If man is but a link in the material chain, an object in 
nature-no more, no less, then 'our subjective th~ught ~nd the 
objective world are subject to the same laws,n Human be­
haviour can be adequately accounted for by verifiable physical 
hypotheses. Man cannot. through his free will, control his own 
destiny. It is only his ignorance of the natural causes of his 
action that makes him suppose himself in some sense diflerent 
from the falling stone. In the final analysis, everything in life 
occurs a~ it does as a result of unalterable processes of nature; 
human choice. individual or social, is subject to causes that fully 
detennine it-it is merely' an exemplification and verification of 
physical laws. Historical materialism is therefore a spe~ific 
application of a general materialist ontology to hlstoneal 
phenomena. Human history, in this view, becomes' natural 
history, and the movement of social and economic life follows a 
series of laws of the same character as those of natural science. 
In Bukharin's words, 'Society and its evolution are as much 
subject to natural law as is evervthing else in the universe'23 
Th~ dialectical necessity that governs nature, in other words, 
ipso facto governs the development of civilization. History is a 
process obeying discoverable evolutionary laws of unIversal 
applicability. Impelled by the irresistible logic of technological 
advance and class struggle, it follows an inexorable pattern, 
leading to conclusions independent of human designs and 
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actions. consciousness and intentions. The study of history, 
then. is an exact science, from which the advent of socialism can 
be predicted with all but mathematical certainty. -,"nd so there 
arose the unshakable con\'iction that, whatever the present 
difIicultit's or setbacks, the stars in their 'courses were promoting 
the socialist cause. 

It f(JIlows from this ~scientism' that the totality of society and 
history can ,be explained in the language of the ph~lsical sciences 1 

in terms of mechanical causality: the material rixces of pro duc­
tion cause certain types of class relations. which cauS{ certain 
types of conflict. which cause ('ertail} types of institutional de­
velopment and so on. 'I'he assumption is that society is a closed 
system, vvhose internal processes can be analysed as if they \'\'cre 
those ora biological organism. Knowledp;e of the ph"sical world 
becotnes the paradigm of all valid kn()\vIedge. Social scicnce­
the study of society and its evolution-is treated as invoking 
simply the extension of t he presuppositiQns and mcthods of the 
natural sciences to human beings. l\-1arxism is thus turned into 
a globaL scientific socioloh,y, a tightly integrated system of 
general laws and propositions, purporting to provide a detailed 
cognitive Inap of the past, present and future. It: f(x ~1arx. the 
'materialist inversion' of Hegel's philosophy ain,\,'d at the 
termination of speculative system building, fcw his f()llovvTl's­
like Bukharin-it entailed the construction of a materialist 
edifice as systemati'c, a priori and all-encompassing as Heg{:l's 
own. Certainly, while the evolutionary scheme owes much to 
Darwin. the appeal to immutable, 'inner, hidden' dialectical 
laws, beyond the reach of human \'olition, recails Hegel's 
'cunning of reason" the providential design \vorking through 
individuals subordinated to its purposes. 

Mainly through his assault on the Popular Manual, Gramsci 
rejected nearly every principle and assumption of this scientific 
Marxism. I n exposing what he took to be gross mystifications, 

. he soup;ht to return to the spirit of Marx himself thus liberating 
the philosophy of praxis from the degenerate theoretical ten­
dency that developcq, after its founder· s death. In Gramsci's 
estimation, Bukharin and his ilk had burdened the doctrine 
with a cumbersome metaphysical apparatus that spelled the 
death of both critical thought and effective practical action. For 
the ill-starred Bolshevik theorist, with his 'ptolemaic concep-
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tion of the world?4 Gramsci reserved special contempt. 
Bukharin, he took trouble to demonstrate, was a purveyor aT 
pseudo-scientific mumbo-jumbo, a theoretical charlatan, lost 
beyond rescuc in a realm of intellectual darkness. The Popular 
Alallual constituted an 'infantile deviation'25 of the worst kind, 
'chaotic and ihdistincf in ronception,26 -disconnected and 
disjointed' in execution,27 'nebulous and vague' in its usc of 
concepts,28 'sl\pcrficial and sophistic' in its arg-umentation,29 
and .'puerile and ingenuous' in its search for dogmatic 
certaInty,30 I n this torrent of anti-Bukharin invective, reminis­
cent of the fierce and celebrated polemics of the Renaissance, 
Gramsci ('oncentrates his hostility towards the 'so-called ortho­
do~ tendency'.31 Here we shall 'discuss onJy those criticisms 
which apply to orthodox Marxism in general and not just to 
Bukharin's sometimes idiosyncratic f(Jrmuiatioll of it . 

Underlying Gramscils entire critique was his desin; to restore 
the possibilit,\i of conscious, creative human activity in the 
historical pro;:es,. On the most fundamental leveL he t(;ok issue 
with the passive materialism of the scientific Marxists. For 
Grams'ci the human mind is neither a mere network of physical 
components and processes nor an inert receptacle of sense 
inlpressions: it is an active, transforming agency: 

Man does not enter into relations with nature just by being- himself 
, part of nat un:, but actively, by means of work and tedmique. Further-
more these relations are not mechanical. Thev are active and con-
sCiOUS.32 . 

Reality must not be construed as pure objective datum, ex­
ternal to man; it 'does not exist on its own~, in and for itself, but 
in an historical relationship with the men who modify it. etc.'33 
Thus the picture of reality sketched by everyday perc~ption, the 
world we know by means of our senses and reason, is-in Smile 

measure-a product of immanent mental categories, a human 
creation, not an imitation) since both the linguistic and scientific 
division of the world into particular objects corresponds not 
to some pre-existent natural classification which the mind 
registers through the operation of the senses, but to 'qualities 
that man has distinguished because of his practical interests'." 
Human thought, then, cannot be reduced to a 'receptive' 
activity; there is a dialectical interdependence between 'being' 
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and 'thinking'. After Kant and Hegel had pointed to"the creative 
role of th; mind in shaping the world of experience present to 
the lndlvldual consciousness. the naIve sensationalism of the 
orthodox Nlarxists seemed to Gramsci a giant step backwards,35 

He used as his authority on these issues the testimonv_of 
Marx's Theses on Feuerbach, to which he rekrred repeated Iv i~ his 
Quadernl III c~rder to prove that Marx posits as the most impor­
tant 3~a:tor I~t hIstory not brute matt~r but thinking, ~eeling 
man. lobe sure, l!l hIS cntlque of reuerbach (and hench 
materialism) r.1arx denounced the dualism of mind and matter 
mental acti\'ity and external reality, which regarded conscious~ 
ness as nothing but a "reflection' of the material conditions of 
man's existence: 

'The chief defect of all previous materialism (including that or 
Feuerbach) is that things (Gegenstand). reality, the sensible world, are 
conceived only in the form of objects (O~jfkt) oFohsnvation, but not as 
human sense acti(!i~}', not as practical actir:it}. Hot s·ut~jccti\'ely. 37 

Ma~x, it seen:s, argues for a constant reciprocity between the 
subject (man m society) and the 'object' (the material world)­
an InteractIOn manifested in praxis. The ~objectivc' world on 
this conception, is not wholly prec~~dent 'to cons('ious~ess. 
Aithough it (the 'objective' world) conditions man's activitv it 
is ~t the ~ame time shaped and transf(Jr~ed by this acti;i~y, 
which strIves to subordinate it to practical human needs. 
. Armed with the Theses on Feuerbach, Gramsci fdt confident to 
r~je('t 'the dogmatic presupposition that historical materialism 
is traditional materialism slightly revised and corrected'. He 
deplores the 'philosophical dilettantism' of those who confuse 
questions of ternlinology with questions of substance. It ma~r be 
that Marx labelled his theory 'materialist', but we should 'not 
Infer from this appellation) as many do, that his 'materialism' 
had anything in common with the philosophical materialism of' 
the Enlightenment: 'Identity of terms does not signify identity 
of concepts, '38 No doubt Marx found some 'jnstru~ental valu~' 
in philosophical materialism, but this mechanistic doctrine 
never became an integral part of his WeltanschauunR. Indeed the 
philosophy of praxis must be understood as a the~retical br~ak­
through. a 'completely self-sufficient and autonomous structure 
of thought', not simply as the highest developmcnt of a 
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materialist philosophy whose origins are traceable to the primi­
tive: metaphysical doctrines ofthr ancient Greeks. 39 It is legiti­
mate f()f ~Ilarxism to use other f()rms of thought but these must 
be digested and svnthesized 'at a hiRher level of develop­
rnent'.40 (What he seems to have in mind here is some sort of 
dialectical supersession, or depassement, ofa Hegelian kind. This 
attitude towards past philosophies will take on added impor­
tance when we examine his relationship to Croce and ideali~im.) 
Gramscj does appear to be corrcct in his assertion that Marx) 
when he took over the dialectic from HegeL had no intention of 
substituting an abstract 'rnaterial' for an abstract 'idea'.41 The 
'being' that determines consciousness in JVlarx's famous aphor­
ism does not comprise' pure material but the instruments and 
relations of economic activity, i.e. phenomena shot through 
with conscious human activity. In his philippic against 
Bukharin, C-ramsci hammers the point home with considerable 
force: 

It is evident that., fc)r the philosophy of praxis, 'matter' should be 
understood neither in the meaning that it has acquired in the natural 
sciences, nor in any of the meanin~s t.hat arise out of the \'arious 
matnlalist metaphysics. The various physical (chemicaL mechanical, 
etc.) properties oCmatter, .. should be considered. but only in so Car 
as they 1wcome a productivc 'economic clement'. t\"tatter as such is 
therefore not our concern but how it is socially and historically 
organized for production ... the philosophy of praxis does not study a 
machine in order to know and to establish the atomic structure of its 
materials or the physcial-chemical-mcchanical properties or its 
natural components ... but only to the extent that it is a morrwnt of 
the material for(,es of production, is an oi?ject of property of deter­
minate social f(Jrces, and expresses a social relation which in turn 
corresponds to a determinate historical period,42 

His insistence that the world of objects is not, in anv straight­
forward sense, prior to the world of consciousness manifests 
itself, on a more practical level) in a rejection of the positivist 
dogma (accepted by Marxists and non-Marxists alike) that the" 
subject matter of social and natural scientific disciplines is a 
realm of objective facts, logically separate from the values of the 
investigator and capable of being described in a wholly neutral 
way. It is impossible, he believes, to follow the exact configura­
tions of observed experience. Empirical data possess no lll-
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trinsic significance, Bare 'facts' acquire meaning only when 
ascertained and organized in the frame of a theory, which 
cannot itself be derived from the {,tets to be explained. The 
analvsis of realitv must be filtered through a priori theoretical 
assu~ptions-a ~et of categories and a hierarchy of values: 

An investigation into a series offacts to discover the relations beTween 
them presuppos('s a 'concept' that permits one to distinguish that 
series Off~icts from other possible ones. How can there occur a choice 
ofn.l.cts to be adduced as proof ofthe truth orone 's own assumptions if 
one does not p-()ssess a pre-existent criterion of choice? But what will 
this criterion of choice be, iCnot something superior to each single fact 
under investigation? An intuition, a conception, which must be 
regarded as having a complex history, a process that is to be con­
nected with the whole process of the de'\,'elopment ofculture. 43 

Contrary to the beliefs of the 'self~stvled "orthodox" adherents 
of the philosophy of praxis', 44 in m; sphere can knowledge he 
likened to a photographic plate that reproduces the picture it 
receives, for our irnages of reality are~ in part) artificial creations, 
tied to culturally determined presuppositions. Even natural 
science 'does not present itself as a bare objective notion; it 
always comes {()rth clothed by an ideologv, and concretely 
science is the union of objective fact with a hypothesis or system 
of hypotheses that transcend the mere objective {act' 45 The 
phy~ical scienti,-;t, like his counterparts in ,the humanities~ can 
observe phenomena only through the media of prior categories 
and questions which are themselves bound up with philo­
sophical speculation and practical preferences. 

Ie as Gramsci argued, human consciousness has an indepen­
dent and creative role to play, then those. like Bukharin, who 
seek in the material structure of society the efficient cause of all 
social behaviour are absurdly mistaken: 

The claim (presented as an esstntial postulate of historical material­
ism) that every fluctuation of politks and ideology can be presented 
and explained as an immediate expression of the structure must be 
contested theoretically as primitive' inGmtilism. 46 

Gramsci offers a couple of examples by way of illustration. He 
notes, for instance, that the French Revolution 'did not happen 
as the result of immediate mechanical causes; namely, the 
impoverishment of the social group which had an interest in 
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breaking the equilibrium and which did in fan break it'. On the 
contrary, it 'happened in the context of conflIcts on a hlg~ler 
plane than the immediate world of the economy, confllcts 
bound up with class "prestige" (future economIC mterests), and 
an exacerbation of sentiments of independence. autonony and 
power'. Economic issues were a 'partial aspect' and it would be 
a mistakr to vicw the revolution solely in their terms.47 In some 
cases, savs Gramsci, cultural conflicts seem almost totally un­
relat(~d t;} economic rnovements. He cites the dispute between 
Roman and Byzantine churches on the theological issue of the 
procession orihe Holy Spirit. 'It would be ridiculous', he con­
tends. 'to look in the structure of the European East for the 
aflirmation that it proceeds only from the Father. and in that of 
the West for the aflirmation that it proceeds from ,the Father 
and the Son.' Rather. this conflict was 'connected with sec­
tarian and organizational necessities', which-it is argued::­
often account f()[ political and ideological activity.48 lnciec(l, 
!\,iarxist determinism. vl/ith its mania fiX explaining everything 
b~' recourse to a 'final cause'. is itself a 'manift?station of the 
"~earch for God~\ " simply 'old fashioned metaphysics' in 
modern nun-theological guise. 49 Gramsci, therefiJre, ridiCl~les 
aU atternpts to conceive the superstructure as ~a m~~rf' refle,etton 
of the- In~~ans or production and ('x(·hange. Far from bemg a 
realm of 'a.ppearancc' O[ 'illusion', \vhieh must b~> reduced. to 
hidden economic conflict, the superstructure lS 'a realIty 
... oL~tettive:and operative', for it is the terrain on which men 
gain c;msciou,;;l1ess oftht~ir social position and tasks. 50 Thus. the 
relationship. between the structure and the s~F~erstructl.:re 
is 'necesstrrily "interactive and reciprocal' .51 (I he preCIse 
characier6f' this reciprocity will be explored in Section V, 
where I shall trv to set 'out Gramsci's alternative to the 'de­
gen~~r~te' form oChistorical materialism wl:ich so ups~t hi?1,). In 
order to make his point vivid) Gramscl uses an mtnguIn.g 
analogy with the female body. When discussing a womans 
attractions one would never say that her skm or her breasts 
(superstructure) were unimportant illusions and that the real 
source of her charms, her real beauty, lay in her skeleton (base). 
What makes a man become infatuated with a woman, what 
stirs him to court her or fight for her or defend her, is not her 
skeleton, but the 'superstructural' features attached to her 
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skeleton-thoug-h it is understood that her bone structure will, 
to some extent, account for her facial beauty, grace of move­
ment and so on.52 

Last but not least, we turn to Gramsci's ringing denunciation 
orall attenlpts to convert rvlarxism into a scientific sociology-a 
denunciation clOSf+l'" linked with his stress on the importance-of 
superstructural activity. Such attempts, hc. explains, rest on a 
'quasi-ft~tishism' vvhich insists on natural SOcnce as the pattern 
to which all other forms oj'intellectual activity should con­
f()rm,53 'It must be established', Gramsci writes, 'that every 
research has its own specific method.' Consequently, to think 
that one can advance the progress of a particular discipline 'by 
applying to it a standard method: chosen b~~('at.lsc it has gIven 
good restllts in another field ofresearc!, towhlCh It was naturally 
snited, is a strange misunderstandmg whIch has httle to do WIth 
science',54 Gramsci, in opposition to Bukharin, posits a cleavage' 
between the domain of naeura! science and the world ofhuma[j 
activitv, so that the categories of the former cannot be applied to 
the latter. There is an irreducible difference between. on the one 
hand, the explanatory resources available to us in our dealing-s. 
with natural phenomena and, on the other, those modes 01 
understanding specifically adapted to the [('Allm of human 
actions, The central categories of interpretation of human be­
haviour are in principle difTerent from those used in explaining 
facts about plants or animals, because such behaviour, in both 
its individual ,md collective forms, is not wholly susceptible to 
quantitative treatment, However true it may be that human 
action exhibits regularities of occurrence in situations of a 
certain type, and however much the analyst may be able to 
produce hypotheses concerning these regulantles, It IS not the 
case that we canIuli)' explain human behavIOur by refernng to 
hvpotheses of this kind. For civilization is 'rationality and ma­
ti;mality, free will and necessity, it is "life itself" 55 The greater 
part of our common experience must be understood In term,s of 
purposes, motives, acts of will, t~o~ght~, hopes, fear~) deSires 
and so forth. These enable us to dlstmgUlsh human bemgs from 
the rest of nature. That is to say, problems of meaning and 
purpose are central to human relations, and cannot be dealt 
with using the same procedures by which natural scie~ee ex­
plains the movement ofa piece of matter. Thus, to restnct our 
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knowledge to those features of men which they share with the 
non-hurnan world. and~ in consequence. to try to explam 
human behaviour in mechanistic terms is to misconstrue the 
distinctive characteristics of the human condition. As Grarnsci 
declares foundly. 'if one excludes all voluntarist elements ... 
one mutilates realitv itself S6 If man can be clearly distin­
guished from the physical world bv his possession of indepen­
dent powers of reaS(H;l, subjective elements must always be 
central rather than peripheral to social science inquiry. Social 
life must he u'n&erstoo.ci, in large part. through the various 
concepts, and categories, the modes of f(~eling and expression, 
ernbodied in "r-oncrete institutional behaviour. Social analysis 
involves nOI simply-not even mainly-the methodical appli­
cation of technical' rules and proc:edures but also the inner 
perc~ption of understanding, the recovery of subjeetive mean­
ings and ron~ci()us intentions. 

It fdllb",s that social change (and historical development) 
cannot be explained by reference to a formal system of causal 
laws:~bevond human intervention.57 Marxists who spend their 
time building neat, universally applicable systems of thought 
ultimatelv mystify rather than illuminate history. To begin 
with, by 'vic~ing all facts as particular instances of abstract 
la\v5, they ignore the unique patterns and arrangements that 
emewe throurrh the variations in social development: 'The 

h b \ 

experience upon which the philosophy of praxis is based cannot 
be schematized; it is history itself in all its infinite variety and 
multiplicity.' Although the characteristics ofa particular social 
structure or historical epoch may closely resemble something 
that has occurred before or after it, its totality must in some 
sense be sui generis. Because their successfi!l application depends 
upon recurrence and repetition of phenomena, cut-and-dried 
formulae and scientific techniques must, by definition, fail to 
embrace aomplex, contradictory and changing situations. Thus 
the Bukharins of this world, who long for 'a mechanical formula' 
which holds 'the whole of history in its grasp', are incapable of 
comprehending 'particular facts in their unique individuality' 58 

Yet again the Bolshevik shows himself to be a prisoner of 
metaphysics, if this term is understood in the sense of 'any ~ 
systematic formulation put forward as an extra-historical truth, 
as an abstract universal outside of time and space'. 59 Indeed, 

J 
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his aversion for social and histprical variability, his undeviating 
search for uniformity, for objective laws is 'a baroque fbrm of 
Platonic idealisI11\ since. these abstract laws bear a strange 
resemblance to Plato's pure ideas, which are the essence of real, 
terrestrial facts' 60 

Those who seek to provide a schematic description of his­
torical and social facts according to criteria derived from the 
natural sciences also disiort reality by falsely clairninp; the 
ability to 'predict' future events. Given the mediation c>fhuman 
consciousness) Gramsci informs us, neither Marxism nor any 
other theory is in a position to derive laws of human evolution 
similar to the scientific prediction that the oak tree will develop 
out of the acorn.61 It is impossible to predict any determinate 

'outcomes because outcomes depend 6'rl human decisions, which 
are not themselves determined by their antecedent conditions. 
Marxism could predict with the accuracy of the natural sciences 
only if human beings were absolutely passive, fbr their be­
haviour could then be quantified and subsumed under a svste­
matic body of statements errlbodying precht' correlations'- But 
such is obviously not the case. History is about 'opposing; !Clrces 
in continuous movement, which are never reducible to fixed 
quantities, because within them quantity is, continually bc­
cominp; quality'62 What Gramsci means by this Hegelian ter­
minology is simply that the 'nuts and bolts' of economic and 
practical activity are constantly being transf(lrmed bv ideational 
elements; whose movement and development cannot be isolated 
and measured under controlled laboratory conditions63 To put 
the point rnore simply, the future is '''non-existene' and there­
fore unknowable by definition'. All we can do is to 'predict' the 
tendencies of present practice: 

In reality one 'foresees' only to the extent that one acts. to the extent 
that ant: applies a volunt~ry iffort and therefore co~tribut('s con­
cretely to the 'foreseen' result. Prediction is thus revealed not as a 
scientific act of knowledge, but as the abstract expression of'thc eHort 
made. 64 

In other words, 'prediction' is bound up with the penetration of 
political will into the factuality of the given. It is impossible to 
separate prognoses [rom the acts by which they are fulfilled. 

For Gramsci, the essence of Marxism (and the dialectic) is 
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not to be found in Bukharin's 'blind clash of physical forres'; it 
resides, rather, in the dialectical, or reciprocaL relationship 
between human will and material reality. superstructure and 
base, theory and practice. Understood in this sense the Marxian 
dialectic tends against the establishment elf universally applic­
able. evolutionary laws of social development. But Gramsci's 
rejection of ' objective laws of historical development similar in 
character to natural laws'65 does not mean that he denies the 
existence of regular, repeatable connections that can be en­
capsulated in general formulations. On the contrary, it is 'useful 
and interesting' to 'build up an empirical compilation of prac­
tical observations', to systematize and classify observations and 
to establish probabilistic social unifc,rmities: ' ... a theory of 
history and politics can be made, [or even if the facts arc always 
singular and changeable in the flux of historical movement, the 
concepts can (and must) be theorized'. The construction of 
models, general principles, and laws of tendency can establish 
significant correlations, provide fruitful descriptions, clarify 
issues and identify general lines of development66 The brmula­
tiou of concepts and limited causal laws based on empirical 
analysis constitutes) to Gramsci's mind, OIle of the dividing 
lines between the l\.1arxist approach and the ancient, outmoded 
metaphysical approach. In a couple of interesting sections he 
attributes this scientific (in a broad sense) aspect of Marxist 
methodology to the innovations of the classical economists, in 
particular David Ricardo, who suggested a new way of thinking 
about society and life. In observing and describing the inter­
relations of the major factors of the productive process, he 
established 'the formal logical principle of the "law of tendency" , 
which leads to the scientific explanation of the economy, of homo 
economicus, and of "determined market" '. The philosophy of 
praxis 'has universalized Ricardo's discoveries, extending them, 
in measured form, to the whole of history' 67 That is, Marx 
sought in historical (and social) development a 'regularity', a 
certain 'rationality', relatively independent of individual choices. 
And these ideas he took not from the natural sciences but from 
political economy, especially from Ricardo's perception that 
specific forces operate with a certain 'automatism', thus allow­
ing some degree of certainty about the consequences o[ indivi­
dual initiatives. But, Gramsci hastens to point out, this search 
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for rcgular;ty \is not a matter of "discovering') a metaphysical 
law of "determinism": nor even of establishing a "general" law 
ofcausality'68 -; 

Gramsci's criticism ofihe purveyors of such laws is not only 
theoretical but also practical. Most important, they t~ncouraged) 
v'l.-,ith their iron-clad predictions, a c.omplacent) do-nothing f 
filtalism-'a mental laziness and a superficiality in political I 
prograrnmes' .69 By transferring political initiative and re- I 
sponsibility from self-conscious hun1an beings to structural f 
entities and abstract forces, the mechanistic :Nlarxists trans- I 

formed theory into an academic pf(~jecL rernote from political 
practice. If everything will turn out right, no matter what you 
do, if salvation comes through grace and not works, then why 
bother to man the barricades or in any way expend revolu­
tionary energy? Again, Gramsci returns to the analogy between I 
orthodox Marxism and theolof':'y'. The 'assured rationality of \. 
history', we are told~ 'becomes a substitute for predestination, 
for Providence'. The deterministic, fatalistic Marxism of 
Bukharin and his crowd is 'rather like religion or a stupefying 
drug'.70 Gramsci's remarks did stem to have a sound historical 
basis. One of the fundamental oddities of Second International 
1rlarxism was the yawning chasm between its revolutionary 
pronouncelllents and doctrines, on the one hand, and its 
manifestly reformist policies and actions, on the other. I twas 
during the hey-day of the Second International that Gramsci 
began his relentless polemic against the 'pocket-geniuses' 
(genialaidi),71 those who wait around with hands in pockets for 
the contradictions of capitalism to generate revolution. Before 
Bukharin, his chief target on this front was the maximalist 
strand of I talian Marxism, ranging from Serrati in the Socialist 
centre to Bordiga on the extreme Communist Left. 

Gramsci was willing to concede that, at an early stage of the 
struggle, mechanical determinism may have been necessary in 
order to dispel doubts about the future: 

vVhcn you do not have the initiative in the struggle and the struggle 
itself comes therefore to be identified with a series of defeats, 
mechanical determinism becomes a formidable force of moral resis­
tance, of cohesion and of patient and obstinate perseverance. 72 

To illustrate his point, Gramsci refers to early Christianity. 
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Faith in a se;urc future. in the immortality of the soul destined 
to ettrnaljoy, was the solid f()Undation that enabled the religion 
to sun'ive initial setbacks. Free from doubts, and certain that a 
superior force was supporting him in the struggle, the early 
Christian was ready to stand firm in the face of any adversity. 
But when the time comes to seize tht initiative, to turD the 
proletariat into an historical protagonist, determinism­
especially if embraced by the revolutionary elite-becomes a 
hindrance, leading to the passive capitulation before objective 
conditions. 73 

Gramsci also believed that the sheer intellectual vulgarity of 
mechanistic Marxism undermined its practical eflicacy. Once 
again he was willing to grant an historical dimension: any mass, 
or popular, doctrine assumes 'uncouth and even superstitious 
forms' in the early stages of its dissemination. Protestantism, for 
example, was for a couple of centuries all but sterile in the field 
of study, criticism and philosophy. In the words of Erasmus: 
'Where Luther enters, civilization disappears.' But this very 
sterility helped the new religion to attain 'popular penetration', 
in contrast to the much more intellectually robust Renaissanc~, 
which always remained a movement of elite circles. 74 However, 
the time h~s come to rescue Marxism from its intellectual 
degeneracy, which has emasculated Marx's teachings, blunted 
their critical edge, and limited the analytical basis for action. 75 

Effective action req-uires meticulous study of concrete, par­
ticular events and situations, and such investigation is under­
mined by fanatical devotion to mechanical categories and 
standardized methods, whose effect is to blot out historical 
variability. A fascination for the natural scientific method­
which method rests on a search for the general, the abstract, the 
formal-dooms the social analyst to an otiose dogmatism, by 
excluding from his consideration the specific traditions and class 
configurations at work in any giJen society. These cannot be 
derived from a set of universally valid propositions. To be sure, 
Marx himself never tried to give a universal definition to all 
social formations; rather, he emphasized the unique features 
and special laws of different historical societies. It was no 
wonder to Gramsci that when the 'pocket geniuses' did act, they 
were capable of little more than defiant posturing, grandiose 
gestures signifying nothing. 
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To summarize this section, we can say that ltistorieal 
materialism was, for Granlsci, a set of concepts comprising tools 
of anal-ysis, a method- of examining social situations. not a rigid 
framework of absolute laws and principles. It was essential to 
realize, he thought,- that men are able to infl.uence events filr 
good or e.vil through their fredy held ideals and convictions. 
Since rnan is a creative being capable of shaping historical 
reality, social phenomena can be rendered int{Jligiblc neither 
by a system of analytical laws nor by recourse to purely eco­
nomic explanations. Certain idealist themes and arguments are 
indeed visible in Gramsci's polemic against orthodox Marxism. 
The attack on the positivist faith in an integrated natural 
science of all there is, the stress on imaginative understanding in 
the appreciation of historical change~ the fix'us on conceptual or 
symbolic structures~ the elevation of human consciousness (the 
subjective element) as a crucial factor in socialli!e. the desire to 
present reality not in its abstract moments but in the full course 
orits unique flesh and blood activity-all these provide plenty 
of ammunition for the farniliar tendency to interpret Gramsci as 
a Crocean (or neo-Hegelian). Let us now turn to a close 
examination of Gramsci's relationship to Croce and other 
strands of idealist thought. 

II 1. Gramsci, Croce and Idealism 

By way of preliminaries, it would be useful to sketch out the 
essential points of Croce's doctrines, which cast a spell over a 
whole generation of! talian intellectuals. But a word of caution 
is in order. Beyond a certain point it is diflieult to attribute a 
definite view to Croce with any degree of assurance. A brilliant 
and seductive stylist, sometimes praised as the greatest master 
ofI talian prose since Manzoni, he had a tendency to gloss over 
intellectual obscurities and difliculties with graceful phrases. 
When we subject his philosophical musings to careful analytical 
scrutiny, we find that too many matters are left hanging in the 
air, too many questions unanswered, too much conceptual 
incoherence unresolved, With this caveat in mind we can now 
attempt a rough reconstruction of his basic ideas. 

In Croce's idealist world-view, reality is the self-expression of 
'spirit' (or 'mind'), and there is no reality which is not spirit. He 
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,nakes this point with considerable £C,rcc in the second section of 
his Logic: 

... if being- is conceived as external to the human spirit. and know­
\edge as separable from its object, so much so that the object could be 
without being known, it is evident that the existence of tht' object 
becomes a cial um. Of something placed before the spirit. given to the 
spirit, extraneous to it. . But all the philosophy which we arc now 
developing demonstrates that there is nothing external to the spirit, 
and thereforr thtTe are no data confronting it. These vcr>, conceptions 
of something external, mechanical, natura.!, have shown themselves 
lO be conceptions, not of external data. but of data furnished to the 
spirit by itself Spirit creates the so-called external something. 76 

Given his porous terminology and opaque style of argumenta­
tion, it is diflicult to elucidate, in the space available, the precise 
limits and character of Croce's philosophical idealism, (In any 
rase. the characterization of Gramsci as a Crocean does not 
ref(~r to what Croce manifestly said or meant, but to vague entities 
known as 'Croceanism) and 'neo-Hegelianism'.) Even such a 
distinguished student of his thought as H, Wildon Carr is 
reduced to conjecture: 

Does [Croce's philosophY of spirit] only insist that thoughts about 
things are thoughts and not things, and that there is no passage from 
thoughts about things to things, no means of escape from a subjective 
world of knowledge to an objective world of independent reality? Is it 
only esse is percipi once again? Or is it the doctrine that mind makes 
nature? .. In somc form Croce would, I suppose. arknowiedge the truth 
of all these maxims, but he means something more and something 
difle-rent from anything which finds expression in them. He means that 
every form which reality assumes or can assume for us has its ground 
within mind. There is not and there cannot he a reality which is not 
mind. 77 

Broadly, what Croce seems to mean is this: all in our human 
experience which enables us to classify, divide and relate, all 
which enables men to form a scheme or diagram of immediate 
experience, is mental, What is left of experience when all mental 
elements arc removed? Nothing, The apparent independent 
existence of a material substratum is but a delusion, born of 
practical needs, In Croce's vision, the status of objects is 
equivocal and he, in elfect, denies the objectivity of the natural 
world: ' ... nature has been shown as a moment and a product 
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of the spirit itself,78 If there is anything outside human con­
cepts, external to the human spirit, it can only be a meaningless 
chaos, a shadowy limiting concept, to which mind has not yet 
given form; hence it lacks concrete reality, for the formless is 
nothing; it is literally inconceivable, All reality, therefore, is 
mental activity, But it does not appear that Croce wanted to 
reduce things to products of the individual mind, The productive 
subject, ifI read him correctly, is not the finite mind but some 
supra-individual mind, 

These on tological premises formed the basis on his concep­
tion of human history, Taking from Hegel the idea of a philo­
sophical history, Croce depicted historical evolution as the 
dialectical unfolding of a quasi-deity called 'spirit', But this 
'deity' was not transcendent, not 'above the world' in the 
traditional theological sense; it was, rather, the collective, 
evolving human consciousness.79 In the manner of all idealism 
Croce ~ssumed that historical progress was preceded and 
guided by a progress of thought: the primary determinants of 
social life were values, beliefs and outlooks, In other words, he 
believed, with his illustrious German predecessor, that it was 
the development of man's spirit, the human soul, that provided 
the key to,historical understanding. Hence in Croce's discus­
sions of history the cultural ('ethico-political') element occupies 
a predominant place and we find only passing allusions to 
material conditions or concrete social structures of any kind. 
Still, he retained a sense of the particular and the coutingent in 
historical change, which led him to dismiss, _as a theological 
remnant, Hegel's a priori concept of the movement of history 
towards predestined goals, For Croce, there was no providential 
principle whose operations were immanent within the course of 
events and determined its overall direction, It was impossible, 
he maintained (at least in his earlier writings), to discover the 
meaning or pattern of historical reality as a wholt~past, 
present and future. The 'absurd desire' to create a universal 
history could only result in the creation of 'theological or 
naturalistic fictions'So And yet, while he admitted no fore­
ordained plans of historical development, no providential 
design, he did-in his later historical writings-see the evolu­
tion of civilization as perpetual progress, in which spiritl 
through the development of philosophy, becomes self-conscious 
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and therefore free. Perhaps in contradiction of 'his original 
historiographic programme. he came to share with Hegel the 
belief that history was the historY of freedom, and that each 
successive stage in its development was marked by a further 
realization of man's potential for liherty81 History, then. was a 
'rational' process, wherein even apparent evil had a positive 
role to play. In Croce's dialectic of the spirit, injustice) tyranny 
and the like are necessary ingredients. The existing world is the 
best of all possible worlds because it is a product of human 
rationality, a projection of the spirit-God come down to earth. 

Croce's professed belief that there could be no universal 
history was logically tied to his denial of the existence of a 
nniversal philosophY. In his wish to expunge every trace of 
transcendence and metaphysics fi'om philosophy, he espoused 
the doctrine of historicism, which may be defined by the for­
mula. veritas et virtus jiliac temporis-truth and values are 
daughters of time, daughters of history. Hamlet's epigram to 
the effect that 'there is nothing either good or bad but thinking 
makes it so' expresses the point in a nutshell. Values or ideas or 
theoretical concepts are not inherent in the constitution of the 
universe: on the contrary) they are expressive of nothing but our 
historically conditioned needs and choices. Moral standards 
and conceptual categories, according to Croce, correspond to 

specific societies and cultural periods. There are no eternal 
hurnan predicaments, no unalterable goals of humanity, no 
fixed principles, no tran-historical truths or absolute values. 
The problems that philosophy confronts are therefore not 
abstract derivations from previous philosophical thought, but 
puzzles proposed by actual historical processes. Moreover, 
since there are no mysteries of the universe to be unveiled or 
riddles of existence to be solved, philosophy, in Croce's opinion. 
should view itself as a science of order and arrangement, seeking 
to classify the moments of the spirit's development. 82 Hence the 
much lamentedJormalism of Croce's philosophy. Preoccupied as 
he was with fitting the various phases of experience into the 
appropriate schema or framework, he became entangled in a 
web of mind-boggling abstractions, which belied his claim to 
apprehend the life of the mind in its concreteness. 

If there can be neither a universal history nor a universal 
philosophy, if there is no extra-human reality-no transcen-
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dent Gods, no Absolutes, no objenive historical laws to govern 
human life; then men must take upon their own shoulders the 
whole responsibility ft-x treating- their reality, their values and 
world. Here we have the esscnce of Croce's immanentism. 
History is generated neither by the theolog-ians' self:suflicient 
Lord of the Universe nor by the speculative unfolding of a 
transcendent Idea nor by the mechanistic evolution of material 
forces. !'vlan is the protag-onist83 

To the young Italian intellectuals before I9I4, Croce's 
philosophy gave a sense of moral purpose to life and history, 
and thus represented a refreshing departure from the trium­
phant positivism that dominated the latter half of the nine­
teenth century. 'l~ot since Goethe', writes H. S. Hughes of 
Croce. 'had any single individual dominated so completely the 
culture of ;J. single major European country'. 84 Gramscj, like 
others of' his generation, was swept into the camp ofCroccan 
thought. It is undeniable that he discovered Marxism through 
the theoretical lens of idealism and that the 'idealist' interpreta­
tion of his legacy can be supported by going back to his juvenilia. 
Even Togliatti has conceded that in the writings of the vouthful 
Gramsci, 'elements of the idealist dialectic still prevaiL85 The 
Sardinian himself acknowledged this while in prison. Reflect­
ing, in his Quaderni, on his early years as a Torinese activist, he 
admitted that he had been 'ratherCrocean in tendency'B6 [n a 
prison letter to Tatiana, he noted that. in those early years, he 
was 'to S(Hne degree:' part of the movemcnt of moral and intel­
lectual reform initiated in I taly by Benedetto Croce'. 87 Central 
to this movement was a certain moralism, anchored in a fervent 
belief that men are responsible for their own actions and make 
their own history. In 1908 Croce himself identified the origin of 
the 'rebirth' of idealism in the need for a spiritual 'concept of life 
and of reality' -a need left unfulfilled by a scientific, positivist 
orthodoxy which ignored men's deepest urges88 The point was 
to develop a total 'man-centred' vision of life, to satisfy those 
very needs expressed by religion-namely commitment, 
purpose, inner peace and conlmunity. These Italian trends 
must be viewed against the background of a marked change in 
the European intellectual landscape. During the decade of the 
I890s, there developed an increasingly pervasive revolt against 
positivism and all its works. Boundless faith in the primacy of 
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sense pers:eption and ,in the infallibility of empirical procedures, it 
was fdt had caused men tOe overlook intangible but neverthe­
less c~ntral features of the human conditione In the eyes of the 
anti-positivists the consequences were pathological: an un­
mistakable cultural sterility and spiritual restlessness, If the 
idealist remedy was initially associated with the Right, it soon 
spread to socialist circles. 

The theme of spiritual renewal throug'h a socialist vision was 
diffused in I taliau cult ure by Georges Sorel, who was far more 
interested in the death of a decadent bourgeois culture than in 
the destruction of capitalist economic organization. Deter­
mined to link socialism to the themes of romantic and idealist 
philosophy, Sorel stressed the voluntarist and ethical aspects of 
the movement. In his Rejlections on Violence, for example, he 
criticized the notion of historical inevitability and argued that 
socialism was primarily a moral doctrine, aiming for a new type 
of human virtue powerful enough to purify a rotten society, He 
refused to regard the normal objects of socialist polities-higher 
wages, better working conditions. transfer of economic power­
as ultimately significant, The primary purpose ofrevolt was to 
lift the workers above the moral decaderrce of bourgeois society, 
to achieve 'heroism', 'grandeur', and ethical integrity, not more 
spacious dwellings or ampler leisure or greater material com­
forts, The main problem of capitalism, he declared with the 
fervour of a religious prophet, was not so much inequality and 
exploitation as hypocrisy and mediocrity, Sorel's hatred for the 
schematic, determinist conceptions of orthodox Marxism was 
of a piece with his 'culturalist' emphasis, For the idea that social 
science could lay bare the laws of history was rooted in the 
reduction of culture to nature, The Frenchman, on the other 
hand, always insisted on the autonomy of the human will, the 
ability of man to shape his environment. In large part because 
of Sorel's powerful impact, it was not considered extraordinary, 
in the early years of the century, for Italians to combine social­
ism with the essential themes of Croce's anti-positivist 
philosophy (e,g, stress on human creativity, belief that man is 
more than a material creature, a passion for ethical rejuvena­
tion), even though the great man himself cbose (until '9IO at 
least) to stand outside partisan politicsS9 It was just such a 
combination that characterized Gramsci's early writings. 

The Role oj Consciousness 

The Sardinian's admiration for Croce stretched back to his 
schooldays, when he was an avid reader of La Voce, a cultu-ral­
cum-poli'tical journal opposed to every form of positlvisrn, 
materialism and industrialisme The chiefthcme ofthejournal, 
to which Croce was a frequent contributor, was that men can 
~bange the world by understanding themselves and their situa­
tion, by daring and creation, by imposing their wills.90 ,.r 

Gramsci's attachment to Crocean. voluntarist ideas was later 
strengthened at the University of Turin, where nearly all the 
teachers he heard or met were active combatants in the war 
against positivism, Whatever their political affiliations. they 
preached the humanist doctrine that men were responsible for 
shaping their own destinies. Some) who were active in So(;ialist 
cirdes, encouraged their students to take the new philosophy of 
idealism and personal ethical responsibility into the Socialist 
movement and the working class. 91 After some initial resis­
tance, based on his provincial, Sardinian nationalism. the 
young Gramsci followed tbeir advice and joined the PSI in 
July of 19'3, By late 1915 he was writing regular columns filr the 
Party newspapers Avanti' and 1l Grido del Popolo, Altbough the 
PSI professed commitment to the ideas of Marx and Engels, 
Gramsci, in his writings before '918, devoted little space to 
!vIarxist ideas. Rather, his articles "vvcrc permeated by tenets 
characteristic of the idealist revival-that thought is para­
mount in history, tbat change for the better can be efleeted by 
strengtb of mind alone, that the conditions oflife are man's own 
creation, and that socialism constitutes, essentially, a moral 
yearning for a noble future, where men will discover the spiritual 
wholeness denied by bourgeois society, For example, in his first 
important article, entitled 'Socialism and Culture', be delivered 
a blistering attack on all forms of materialist determinism: 

Man is above all spirit. that is, he is a product of history, not nature. 
only by degrees, layer by layer, has humanity acquired knowledge or 
its cwn value .... And this knowledge has been fixmed not under the 
brute stimulus of physiological necessity, but through intelligent rfllec~ 
tion. 92 

In the same piece he calls for a redemption of society from 
corrupt ('weak and colourless') values and an intensification of 
moral life, It is crucial, he says, 'to be master of oneself; to 
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distinguish oneseiL 10 liberate oneself from a state of chaos, to 
exist as an element of order-but of one's own order and one's 

, ()\vn discipline in striving for an ideal', In hrlay of19r6) Gramsci 
continued this Sorel ian theme by identifying socialism with 
Teligious myth: 

Socialism is precisely the religion that must ()n~JVvhelm Christianity. 
[Socialism is] Religion in the sense that it too is a faith with its mystics 
and rituals: religion, because it has substituted {ex the consciousness 
of the transcendental God of'the Catholics. the faith in man and in his 
great strengths as a unique spiritual reality.93 

Around this time Gramsci found two new intellectual heroes, 
the Frenchman Charles Peguy and the Swiss Romain Rolland, 
both of whom advanced similar views to those of Croce and 
Sorel, but with a literary rather than philosophical bias. 
Peguy's appeal lay in his vibrant faith in the huure and in his' 
iron-willed commitment to the cause of the common man, even 
at the expense of his own artistic personality. 

I am re-reading a book4ich I love so much, Charles Peguy's Notre 
jeunesse. and I becamr drunk on that mystical religious sense of 
socialism. of justice, which pervades it t~rough and through. 94 

Like all Gramsci's favourite writers, Rolland too preached how 
men could find an immanent nobility in themselves whieh 
would enable them to overcorne obstacles-'the murderous 
forces of nature. confused desires, dark thoughts'-and create a 
new and bettcr life."5 

Gral11scils early idealism received clear expression in La Cittii 
JutuTa, a short treatise published in newspaper format by the 
Socialist Youth Federation of Piedmont on II February 191796 

Prepared and edited entirely by Gramsci, this work may be 
regarded as a summary and synthesis of his ideas and political 
experiences up to that point. In it we find a number of articles 
by Gramsci himself as well as some excerpts from Salvemini, 
Croce and Armando Carlini, a follower of Gentile's 'actualist' 
philosophv 97 The treatise discloses an avid espousal of ideal­
ism in general and Croce in particular, whom the young 
militant pronounced 'the greatest thinker in Europe at this 
moment'.98 The main themes that emerge are: (I) the irresistible 
power of man's collective will, (2) complete opposition to the 
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scientific and determinist conceptions of history that dominated 
Italian socialism, (3) emphasis on personal moral respohsi­
bility, and (4) a deep concern with the cultural and philo­
sophical aspects of socialism. All positivist modes of thought 
were rejected in favour of Hegelian categories. For example, 
Gramsci argued that socialists should fight for ideals rather than 
concrete proposals, the main ideal being 'the opportunil),for all 
citizens to realiz..f an integral human personalitv'. This is the "concrete 
universar, the inspirational guide of socialism. The moment of 
revolutionary rupture, then. is identified with the victory of 

.kli::1A' order of \'alues. 99 The class strugg!f' must be waged 
/ primarily on the level of ideas. In keeping with this focus on the· 

realm of consciousness, Gramsci cried out fi)f more aggressIve 
and imaginative political action. Socialism, he feared, was fall­
ing prey to pedantic bookworms and passive political func­

-tionaries, all bewitched by a view of history as an uncontrollable 
natural phenotnenon: 'Life for them is like an avalanche seen 
from afar in its irresistible descent.' -For Gramsci, there were no 
forces outside men (and their wills) which ;;'ade life what it was; 
there were no unbreakable 'laws': 'For natural laws, the fatal­
ism of pseudo-scientists, has beetl substituted the t.enacious will 
ofnlen' ,100 The intimate connect.ion between Gramsci's theori­
zing and actual political imperatives is here evident..Just as his 
concept of hegemony was inspired by the failure of Manust 
revolution in practice, so his youthful attacks on the fatalism of 
'scientific) Marxism were animated by'" a political motive-his 
fierce conviction that positive, creative action could, in the 
given historical situation, bear revolutionary fruit. It did not 
escape his notice that scientific veneration for the 'laws of 
motion' of society had led to distaste felr the rigours of revolu-
tion, -' 

Gramsci was already being castigated, within the Partv, for 
'Bergsonian voluntarism'101 when he stunned his comrades 
with what appeared to be a direct and fundamental attack ou 
the 'Bible' of the Second International, Marx's Capital. His 
famous article, 'The Revolution Against "Capital"', first 
appeared as an editorial in Avanti! on 24 November 19t7· Its 
basic argument was simple enough: in one historic episode the f 
Bolshevik Revolution dramatically repudiated the mythical 
powers of economic determinism. The Revolution was 'against' 
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Capital in so far as Marx's g-rand work attempted to demon­
strate the fatal necessity of bourg-eo is development: 

E,vellts h~lVC exploded thr critical schema according to which the 
111story of Russia \·vould unf()ld in linr with the canons of historical 
matcria.lism. The Bolshn'iks reject Karl Marx; they affirm. hacked by 
the testImony of explicit actions and successful conquests. that the 
('(..tHons of historical materialism are not so iron-dad as might be (and 
has bccn) thought. . 

Revolution) then, is su~ject to no determinist timetable. It was 
Leninls insight to understand that the conditions fbT socialism 
are ideal and moral. and that the various stages of development 
need only be realized 'in thought'. But while the Bolsheviks 'are 
not "~.'larxists)l'. in that they 'have not employed the works of 
the Master to compile a rigid doctrine of dogmatic proposi­
tJons', they nevertheless accept the 'invigorating' part ofl\1arx's 
thoug-ht, the 'eternal' part, which 'represents the continuation 
of I talian and German idealism, which in the case of Marx was 
contaminated by positivist and naturalist encrustations', vVhat 
is the 'eternal' element> That which 'postulates as the dominant 
factor in history not raw economic facts but man, men in 
societies, men vvho interact with one another ... and develop 
through these contacts (civilization) a collective) sociai will; 
men who come to understand economic facts, judge them and 
adapt them to their will, so that this will becomes the motive 
fe)rce of the economy, the moulder of objective reality'102 
GramsCl may have been an adlnirer of Marx, but hi.s admiration 
was highly sdective. 

Clearly, any commentator who wishes to portraY Gramsci as 
some kind of idealist will find no shortage of quotations in his 
early articles and editorials, But the commentator will do so at 
the expense of being blatantly ahistorical, for Gramsci's posi­
tlOn undoubtedly changed over the years. In some prison notes 
explicitly dealing with the problem of how to study past thinkers 
but implicitly autobi~graphical, Gramsci strongly sug-gests that 
hiS youthful writings reflected a lack of intellectual maturity: 

It i~ a common observation among all scholars, from personal ex­
perIence, that any new theory studied with 'heroic frenzy' ... for a 
certain period, especially if one is young, attracts the st~dent of its 
own accord and takes possession of his whole personality, only to be 

The Role of Consciousness 

limited by the next theory studied. until such a time as a critical 
equilibrium is established and one learns to study deeply but without 
succumbing immediately to thi:' fascination of the system or the 
author under studv. These ohservations are all the more valid the 
more the thinker i,; question is impetuous, has a polemical character 
and is lacking in esprit de ~vsteme. or when one is dealing with a 
personality in whom theoretical and practical activity are indis­
solubly interwoven, with an intellect in a process of continual creation 
and perpetual movemen t. .. 

Granlsci therefore counsels that the historian of ideas devote 
serious attention to the intellectual history of the thinker in 
question 'in order to identify those elernents which were to 
become stable and '''permanent''; that is, those \vhich were 
taken over as his own thought, distinct from and superior to the 
"material" whieh he had studied earlier and which served as a 
stimulus to him'.103 This latter material, Gramsci adds. should 
be discarded hy the historian. In a prison reference to La Cilta 
futura, he is much more explicit about the limitations of 
his early thought. His approach to Croce in those clays, he 
admits) was 'primitive and most certainly inadequate. since at 
that time the concept of unity of theory and practice, philosophy 
and politics was not clear in my mind ... '104 

\·Vhile it is difiicult to locate any 'epistemological break' in 
Gramsci's thought, it is plain that by H)l9, idealist themes no 
longer enjoyed pride of place. On the contrary. he began to take 
a serious interest in those material conditions that prevent men 
from directing their lives in accordance with their ideals. 
Escaping from the philosophical wonderland that in his youth 
had held him captive, he began to express conventional Marxist 
ideas about the crucial importance of the economic substruc­
ture. In discussing the role of the Party, for instance, he main­
tains: 

Communist society can be conceived only as a 'natural' fi)rmation 
inherent in the means of production and exchange; and the revolution 
may be conceived as the act of historical recognition of the 'natural­
ness' of this formation. The revolutionary process therefore identifies 
itself. ,as a spontaneous movement of the labouring masses. deter­
mined by the clash of contradictions inherent .. , in a regime of 
capitalist property.l05 

It is easier to discover this shift of emphasis than to explain it. 
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()ne possible catalyst in Gramsci)s 'conversion' may have been 
the work of Antonio Labriola, the leading Italian theoretical 
Marxist at the turn of the century, who brought to Marxism 
traces of his earlier Hegelianism. In 1916 or 19If Gramsci 
embarked on a careful reading of Labriola's writings, which he 
recommended warmly to his friends and colleagues106 I twas 
Labriola, in fact, who introduced Marxist theory into Italv; yet 
he was something of a recluse and his impact, even on Italian 
culture, was curiously limited. 107 Although he left no real disci­
ples, intent on continning his work, it is arguable that many of 
the thcoretical innovations attributed to Gramsci (or Lukacs) 
were prefigured by this distant, rather haughty Neapolitan, 
Consequently a brief excursion into his thought should prove 
both interesting and illuminating, 

Labriola's contribution resided in his brave (though not 
entirely consistent) rejection of crude positivist Marxism at a 
time when such a rejection was far from fashionable. His lone­
some crusade can be summarized in four basic points. First, he 
set hinlself against a simple reductive reconstruction of his­
torical and social events. Economic explanations were never 
sufficient. In particular, it was necessary to examine ideologies, 
which could not be dismissed as 'simple artifice' or 'pure illu­
sion'. States of mind, 'those forms of inner lifC to which ... we 
give the name of imagination, intellect, reason, thought etc.', 
playa significant role in historical change and conservation. lOS 

Labriola wanted to study societies (and their evolution) in all 
their complexity. That events came about precisely as they did 
and that they took on certain forms, that they were clothed in 
certain vestments and painted in certain colours-these specific 
elements were not mere trifles to be ignored. True to his 
Hegelian upbringing, he always embraced the proposition that 
a given society or sequence of events must be understood in its 
unique individuality and not just regarded as an instance of a 
type. True comprehension requires a grasp of the 'picturesque 
whole', not simply the economic skeleton, 109 The second major 
aspect of Labriola's reformulation of Marxism was his attack on 
the fatalism inherent in naturalistic materialism. It is absurd to \ 
regard human history as a straightforward prolongation of 
nature. Historical materialism 'was not and is not designed to 
be the rebellion of the material man against the ideal man'. It 
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[()lIows that 'there is no foundation for that opinion which tends 
to the neg-ation of every volition ... '. h1en are not. 'marionettes, 
whose threads are held and moved, no longer by Providence but 
by economic categories'. All that has happened in history is 'the 
work of man' not of 'the logic of things'."o The third basic 
aspect of his polemic against the dogmatic sclerosis of oflicial 
Marxism flows from the second: a denunciation of the 'fanatics' 
who attempt to turn historical materialism into 'a new 
philosophy of systematic history'. Marxism 'cannot represent 
the whole history of the human race in a unified perspective': it 
cannot 'pretend to be the intellectual vision of a great plan or of 
a design', whereby" all events-past, present. and future-are fit 
into a universal, predttermined model. Only 'careless persons' 
wish 'to possess, once for all, summed up in a few propositions, 
the whole of knowledge, and to be able with one single key to 
penetrate all the secrets of lite'."1 Finally, Labriola was 
perhaps the only Second International thinker who, between 
Marx's death in ,883 and the Great War in '9'4, called for an 
original and distinctive Marxist philosophy of life, or Weltan­
schauung, In reducing the obstacles which 'the fantastic projec­
tions of the emotions, passions, fears and hopes pile in the way 
of free thought', philosophical reflection. properly conceived, 
'serves, as Spinoza himself would say, to vanquish imaginationem 
et ignorantiam' and impart unity or coherence t.o the results orour 
experience,l12 Intellectual mediation-'a supreme ellbrt of 
thought, with the aim of triumphing over the multi-form 
spectacle of immediate experience to reduce its elements into a 
genetic series'-is seen as the decisive theoretical task.1l3 In 
this connection, he criticized Engels for ha\-'ing unnecessarily 
downplayed the philosophical dimension114 

For their time, Labriola's criticisms were very bold indeed, 
and it wonld be unfair to consider Gramsci's demolition of 
orthodox Marxism in isolation from them. Yet the Neapolitan 
was not entirely consistent and failed to take his insights to their 
logical conclusions. For example, whereas Gramsci denied the 
possibility of predicting the future, Labriola retained a notion of 
historical inevitability, at least regarding the genesis of the 
classless society. Scientific socialism, he writes: 

.. .' affirms the coming of communist production, not as a postulate, 
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nor as the aim of a free volition. but as the result of the processus 
immanent in history ... the premise 0[th1S prevision is in the actual 
conditions of present capitali'lt production. . a moment u-'il! come, 
when in one fashion or another. with the eliminarion in every f(xm of 
pri\'ate rent. interest. profit, the production will pass over to the 
collecti\,ist association. that is to say, will become communistic 115 

On the question of free will, he equivocates, Notwithstanding 
his aversion for fatalisIT1, he states time and time again that 
'being' detennines "consciousness'116 and, in passages, takes 
pains to gainsay that the historical process is the product of'acts 
and free and voluntarv thought' 117 While Lahriola was blessed 
with a judicious, e1ectic mind, full of lively ideas and su~ges­
tions, his attempt to synthesize spiritualism and naturalism 
was, in the final analvsis, neither forceful nor convincing, Right 
up to his death in 1904, he was beset by 'lin~erin~ theoretical 
doubts concerning many fundamental questions',118 Labriola 
may have ridiculed the positivists as 'embarrassing guests'119 at 
the" Marxist party, but in the end we must a~ree with the 
historian of I tali an Marxism who concludes: 

Bothfrom a political and theoretical point rif view, and notwithstanding the 
greater degree of critical perspective in his interpretation of Marxism 
with respe('t to that of his contemporaries (Kautsky includedL 
Labriola is a Marxist of the Second International. vvho does not 
transcend the limitations of the positivism that dominated the thco­
reticians of that generation. 120 

Still, Gramsci was obviously impressed with his predecessor's 
critique of rigid determinism, contempt for simple solutions or 
first principles, refined historical sense, and feeling for the 
moral, educative aspects of socialism, In Labriola's work 
Gramsci encoun tered the possibility of reconciling some form of 
economic determinism with a rejection of vulgar materialism 
and paralysing fatalism, Whether or not his reading of Labriola 
in any significant way accounted for his gravitation towards 
conventional Marxist principles remains a matter of conjec­
ture,121 What is beyond doubt is that the Quaderni lavish praise 
on Italy's first major Marxist theoris!' Indeed, Gramsci be­
moans the widespread ignorance of his work, expressing the 
wish that it be brought back into circulation as part of the 
struggle for a superior proletarian culture122 
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Though th€ erosion of Gramsci's philosophical idealism 

began while he was still a youn~ PSI militant, his wrestling 
match with Croce did not begin in earnest untIl after hIs Im­
prisonment. His own prison critique he regarded as but the first 
step to a morc systematic and complete 'Anti-Croce', w~ich 'in 
the modern cultural atmosphere would have the meamn~ and 
importance that the Anti-Diihring had l"r the ~eneration pre­
ceding the world war'. Gramsci st'cn1ed t() have some im­
probably ~randiose project in mind: " , ,it would be w?rth the 
trouble- n)[ an entire group of men to devote ten years of activIty 
to this endeavour [the Anti-Croce], 123 But this seemingly 
monomaniacal desire for a relentless destruction of Croce's 
fEuvre did not mean that the mature Gramsci judged his erst­
while mentor's thought as valueless" Quite the contrary, 
Spirited though his polemic was, he accorded Croce's ideas a 
certain limited validitv" 

Gramsci's enduriu'g goal was to raise rvlarxism to the highest 
level attained by contemporary philosophy, so that it could 
furnish a proper philosophical f(llIndation for a 'superior' mass 
culture, If the philosophy of praxis, a doctrine vul~arized 
'because of the necessities of immediate practical lif(", was 
going to produce a 'new moral and intdh-Ttual order'. there was 
a need lor refinement of ideolo~ical weapons, for subtler 
elaboration of concepts and arguments124 Such could only 
emerge out of a sustained dialo~ue with opposin~ world views, 
Given its intellectual sophistication and unique insights, the 
philosophy of spirit in general, and Crocean thought in par­
ticular, could provide the 'premise' for the 'renewal' of Marx­
ism, for its deepening and enrichment. 125 Put sirnply) Gramsci 
believed that the intellectual poverty of orthodox Marxism 
could he combated throu~h infusions of idealism, What exactly 
did the older Gramsci find attractive and useful in Croce's 
system? First, Croce had the merit of presenting ddinitive 
arguments a~ainst metaphysics (in the sense of an ahlstoncal 
objective reality); in his attack on all forms of transcendence, he 
perceived the essential connection between philosophy and 
history (i,e, philosophy arises out of specific practical problems; 
it resolves 'problems presented by the development of the 
historical process'), 126 Philosophical reflection is not, to Croce's 
mind, concerned with a noumenal reality beyond the 
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phenomenal world of ordinary fact and historical events. The 
critique of transcendence was also a critique of theology, and 
Croce deserves credit, says Gramsci, fbr undermining the 
claims of Catholicism, by deIllonstrating that lTIodern nla~ 'can 
live without "mythological religion''''27 In an era when 
M~~xism t~nded to view itselfas a quasi-religious dogma, com­
pnsmg umversal principles, unchallenged myths and eternal 
verities, the insights of historicism could' offer a· \'auIable correc­
tive, according to Gramsci. Closely related to Croce's denial of 
transcendence was his repudiation of all determinism. This, 
too, found favour with Gramsci. Because of the creative and 
a~tonomous role of man's self-consciousness, the unfblding of 
hIstory could not, Croce affirmed, he encapsulated in closed 
and definitive systems '28 His emphasis on the centr~lity of 
human conSCIOusness was manifest, on a deeper level, in his 
c.onceptuaIiz~tion of mental activity as a creative) not a recep­
tIVe or ordenng process. Gramsci, as we have seen, always 
retained something of the idealist conviction that knowing is bv 
no means a simpt'e relation between the mind and an ~bje~t 
mdependent of mind; it is an active process. Finally, Croce's 
focus on the active human subject led him to draw attention to 
'the imporranc? offacts of culture and thought in the develop­
ment of history . Herem lay the antIdote to dreary economism, 
In ~,;ramsci's opinion, the doctrine of'ethico-political histOIY'­
whIch concentrates on the vita morale of mankind, the wbole area 
of human aspirations, as expressed in art, religion, ethics and 
political principles-should be 'used as an "empirical canon" 
of historical research, always to be kept in mind in the examina­
tion of historical development, if one wishes to write integral 
hIstory, and not partial or extrinsic histof)l' .129 

But the partial assimilation of certain aspects of Croce's 
thought mto Gramsci's own world-view should not be confused 
with anything resembling wholesale adoption. His Marxism 
was in principle open and stressed the need to learn from one's 
ideological enemies: 

In scientific discussion, as one supposes that the interest is the search 
for truth and the progress of science, he demonstrates himself more 
advan~ed who takes the point of view that his adversary can express 
an eXIgency that must be incorporated, even if as a subordinate 
moment, in his Own construction. To understand and evaluate 
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realistically the positions and reasons of the adversary (and some­
times the adversary is all past thought) means precisely to be 
liberated from the prison of ideologies (in the yvorst sense. of blind 
ideological fanaticism) ... ,130 

C)f course. when we learn from our enemies, they do not cease to 
be our enernies, Gramsci's 'Anti-Croce' essentially involved 
standing Croce on his proverbial feel. i.e. brinRing his dialectic 
down to earth: " .. it is necessary to peri{)rm on Crocc's philo­
sophical conception the sarne reduction that the first theorists of 
the philosophy of praxis [Marx and Engels] performed on the 
Hegelian conception' ,131 To be sure, anyone who reads the 
pages that tbe voung Marx dedicated to the criticism ofHe~el's 
speculative philosophy will Gnd frequent parallels in Gramsci's 
critique of Italy's answer to HeRe!. 

'The opposition between croceanism and the philosophy of 
praxis', Gramsci announces, 'is to be sought in the speculative 
character of croceanism' ,1.32 Croce takes every opportunity to 
assert that he has eliminated all traces of transcendence. any 
scent of metaphysics, fi·om his philosophy; but such claims are 
ultimately hollow. Despite its pretensions to immanence. 'the 
philosophy of Croce remains a "speculative" philosophy and in 
this therr is more than a trace of transcendence and tflf'olohry; It 
is all transcendence and theology"33 He is so tangled up in the 
language of speculative philosophy that he cannot escape from 
its inherent logic. His uniGcation of philosophy and history is 
illusory, and the transcendent element he tries to purge comes 
creeping back in the form of rarefied abstractions, Adrift in a sea 
of naked concepts, Croce creates a dialectic of the ideal, not of 
the real. He concentrates on the speculative expression of the 
movement of history, on the movement of , mind' with itself. By 
separating human thought from real 'flesh and blood' man, he 
turns it into an independent, semi-mystical subject. For him, it 
is not the ,·oncrete individual wbo thinks, but the 'spirit' which 
thinks itself through man. But, Gramsci complains, if history is 
merely the record of the human spirit, then material reality is 
dissolved into philosophy and man disappears into a heaven of 
ideal values and abstract categories. '34 IfBukharin's chief fault 
was to enervate the historical struggle by downgrading con­
scious choice, Croce's was to lose man in the 'spirit' or the 
'Idea'. By reducing man and his reality to thought, the 
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Neapolitan ignores man as a sensual, active physical being. The 
biological analogy used against the Bolshevik theorist is now 
directed. with a new twist, against Croce.' Certainly. a body 
with its flesh torn off (scuoialo) would no longer resemhle a true 
human being, but neither would a body' "boned" and devoid of 
a skeleton' (if such can be imagined) approximate to a recog­
nizable member of the human species. 'Croce's history'. says 
Gramsci) 'presents "boned)) figures, lacking skeletal structure 
and possessed of flaccid. f"ebIc Hesh. '135 ,""ot an appealing piece 
of imagery. perhaps, but the point is made. While Bukharin 
ignores the flesh (superstrncture) of history. Croce ignores its 
bones, its skeleton (sub-structure)136 History. the Sardinian 
insists. is not the outward manifestation of'splrit': on the con­
trary, 'spirit' is a metaphysician's metaphor for the intellectual 
form taken by concrete social labour. True, Croce introduces the 
notion of an active subject but it is an idealized subject. While 
he may deny that philosophy is a refuge from time and 
appearanct\ his conception of'spirit' or 'mind' appt~ars to bean 
'up-dated version of the old concept of "human nat~re"', of 
'man-in-general', a meta-historical, metaphysical essence, 
removed from objective conditions. 137 Gramsci wants to place 
man at the centre of the philosophy of praxis, but real man who 
inhabits "actual history, not man as an abstract category, as an 
hypostatized 'spirit'. I t is imperative to descend from the specu­
lative to the factual,. from the heights of the Croce-Hegelian 
'Idea' to the world of practical activity. The trouble with Croce 
is that, in his infatuation with concepts, he forgets that they 
must be formulated in close connection with a determinate 
(~rder 0f things: 

Ifit is necessary, in the perennial (lux of events, to establish concepts, 
with6ut which reality could not be understood. it is necessary also ... 
lei establi$h and remember that reality in movement and the concept 
of rea)ity, while they can be distinguished logically, must be con­
ceived historically as an inseparable unity. Othervvise there will 
happen what has happened to Croce, for whom history becomes a 
formal history, a history of'concepts and in the final analysis, a history 
ofintellectuals. 138 

History is thus reduced, willy-nilly, to an arhitrary schema. To 
avoid this, ideas must be studied (and developed) in relation to 
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the social patterns in which;they are embedded. History, then, 
is no longer a history of concepts but of men who think and act 
on the basis of their pbysical needs, in the context of their 
concrete ern"ironment-thc relative sophistication of their_ 
material instt.uments, their social organization and so on. In­
deed, histbry 'is a continuous struggle of individuals and groups 
to change that which exists in any given momenf. 139 For Croce, 
in contrasL real contradictions and struggles are perceived only 
through the theories that reflect them. It is once again a history 
of man who walks on his head. not his feet. Croce's refusal to 
come to terms with real conflict is reflected in his historio­
graphy. His history ofItaly. for example, begins in 1871. when' 
the tumults of' unification were over, and his history of Europe 
starts in 1815, with the ending of the Revolutionarv and 
Napoleanic upheavals. 'fhisenable? him 'to leave out of con­
sideration the moment of struggle, the, moment in which 
opposing forces dew'lop, gather momentum, and cordront each 
other '.140, In Croce's account, significant conflicts seem to exist 
only in uni"ersity seminars or in the pages of scholarly journals. 
In this respect, he represents a 'step backwards' from Hegel, 
whose thought is conditioned by the 'immediate and vital ex­
periences of an historical period intense \-\lith struggle, with 
misery'. Hegel, at least. made some attempt to identify 'doing 
and thinking'; he saw the dialectic between -'the two ITlOments·o[ 
life and of thought, materialism and spiritualism'. even though 
his final synthesis was partial and unsuccessful: 'man walking 
on his head'. Croce and his disciples, however, 'have destroyed 
this unity' and returned to purely spiritualist systems. 141 

So Croce cannot remain faithful to his programme of 'his­
toricizing' ideas, of relating them to particular historical condi­
tions, since he fails to understand that ideas emanate not £i'om 
some ethereal universal man but from pbysical creatures 
engaging in practical struggles. Oblivious to the dynamic re­
lationship between the process of thinking and the real material 
wprld, and intent on locating all reality in man's head, he is 
unable to perceive philosophy for what it is: the reflection and 
elaboration of the socio-historical processes through which men 
confront and control nature. It follows that he can only pay lip 
service to the task oflinking philosophy to its specific historical 
setting. If the socio-political order is expressive pfideal orienta-
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tions~ then the mail\ stmrcC' of dynamism in society must be 
found in conflicts of ideas, The logic of the argument leads, 
notwithstanding Croce's disclaimers, to the notion that systems 
of thought emanate from other systems of thought. rather thal!l 
frorn the aspirations of men living in society and f()llowing a 
definite praxis. In the last analysis, he loses sight of the his­
toricist principle that 'ideas are not born of other ideas, 
philosophies of other philosophies: they are an ever renewed 
expression of real historical development' ,142 For conclusive 
proof orthe inconsistency of Croce's immanentism, we need 
look no further, argues Gramsci, than his conception of history 

\ as the story of liberty. Whereas a rigorous immanentism would 
view liberty as 'nothing but a conceptual envelope, useful only 
for the real nucleus that each social group encloses within it', 
Croce speaks of this protean concept as ifits meaning were hoth 
transparent and universally valid,143 Only the pbilosophy of 
praxis, Grarnsci,daims, represents pure immanentism; it alone 
is 'purged of any speculative aroma and reduced to pure history 
or historicity'; it alone is 'liberated from every residue of trans­
cendenee a~d theology'144 And this is so because Marxism, 
unlike Croce's philosophy of spirit, established the historicity of 
philosophy with dose examination of concrete historical con­
flicts, 'not with vague principles' ,14S 

Like his polemic against Bukharin, Gramsci's dissection of 
Croce's thought focuses not only on its theoretical inadequacy 
but also on its practical bankruptcv, Gramsci considered 
Croce's thought to be an ideological weapon of the bourgeoisie 
and Croce himself the unwitting, but none the less effective 
mouthpiece of a corrupt, repressive capitalist order. In a letter 
of6.June 1932, Gramsci goes so far as to call his adversary 'the 
most potent mechanism that the dominant group now possesses 
for "bending" new forces to serve its own vital interests, both 
immediate and future ones'146 In bis role as guardian of the 
establisbed set up and dispenser of conservative theology, 
Croce functions as 'a sort of lay Pope'147 Once we divest bis 
philosopby of 'the brilliant grandeur' attributed to it as 'a 
serene and impartial system of thougbt, placing itself above all 
the miseries and contingencies of daily life' 1 then.we can 'reduce 
it to its real role as immediate political ideology' ,148 Croce may think 
that he is constructing a 'pure' philosophy or a 'pure' bistory, 
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but in reality he is offering 'instruments of practical adion' to 
the dominant dass,149 To be more specific. Gramsci links 
Croceanism to the moderate liberalism of the 'Risorg-imcIlw' 
and to the 'transi()rmist' tradition of Italian politics. By trans­
posing the concrete reality of social conflict to ,the misty level of 
ideas, and by exalting liberty inits bourgeois manifestation as 
the culmination of historical development Croce's philosophy 
ends up expounding the "truths' of the ruling class and confer­
ring- on them an absolute significance. On a more mundane 
plane, Croce's i~litist approach to the philosophical enterprise 
itself is, in Gran1sci 1s ·view, conservative in its implications. 
Croce takes a 'Renaissance view' ofintellectuallift~, regarding it 
as the domain of detached intellectuals carrying out missions 
assigned to them by tbe Spirit, Hence bis hypocritical bclid' 
that religion-though nothing more than a tissue of myth and 
fantasy-should be propagated· amon!,:st the masses to fulfil 
their spiritual needs, but that the cultivated minority-should be 
above such things,lSO 

To summarize this section. we can say (a) that the works of 
the youthful Gramsci were beavily impregnated with the 
language and thougbt of idealism, (b) that his writing;s from 
1919 reveal a rnore orthodox jvlarxist position, and (c) tbat his 
prison critique of Croce was both fundame l1tal and rernindftJi of 
Marx's materialist de-mvstifica{ion of He~el. It is true that 
Gramsci attributes, in his Quaderni, an importance to Croce out 
of allproportion to his philosophv·s worth, It is also undei,iable 
that Gramsci retains a favourable attitude to certain ideas put 
forward by his former idol, adopts some of his preoccupations 
and terminology, and claims to have found in him a revivifying 
philosophy for the Marxist movement. But Gramsci's open­
minded approach should not blind us to the basic hostility 
infusing all notebooks devoted to his famous predecessor. 

IV, Science and the Objectivity o/the External World 

The foregoing arguments have, it is hoped, gone some way 
towards disproving the 'idealist' reading of Gramsci, but our 
case is not yet concluded, On tbe basis of two very brief (but 
widely cited) essays composed by Gramsci in prison ('Science 
and "Scientific" Ideologies' and 'The So-called "Reality of 
the External World" '), some commentators maintain that 
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Gramsci-his critique of Croce notwithstanding--espouses the 
idealist thesis according to which the reality ofthinf(s is possible 
only through thought and therei()re material itself is a fiction. 
To SaIarnini, {eJ[ example, Gramsci denies 'the objective dimen­
sion of natural and social processes'; and Orfei concludes, after 
an examinatiOJ! of the above passages, that the Sardinian's 
attachment to historical materialism was 'not a matter ofthcorv 
but of sentiment and passion' .151 Just vvhat does Gramsci say t~ 
prompt such interpretations? 

In criticizing; Bukharin's nai"ve realism-which conceives 
'reality in itself' as prior to cognition-Gramsci asserts that 
reality exists and is intelligible only in relation with human 
activity; 'reality does not exist on its own, in and fIX itself but 
only in historical relationship with the men who modify it, 
etc. '152 T'he world is not given as an object of contemplation, a 
world we have not made, waiting to be known. Ifit is given~ it is 
given as a world in part constructed out of our own doings and 
rnakings. our language, our tools, our instrunlents, our experi­
ments. The world as we know it, in other words, is not cognitively 
innocent. What exists appears to hun1an beings in a particular 
way and is by them classified, interpreted, categorized and 
described in a particular manner. Our faculties and capacities 
do partly determine the world as it appears. Indeed, {or 
Gramsci, to talk of the world as it is 'in itself) of a nature or 
reality independent of man and outside of history, is to talk 
nonsense. For to speak intelligibly of an extra-historical or 
extra-human objectivity, one would have to develop an under­
standable concept of it, but this is impossible. To conceive 
of something means we must attribute to that something 
properties by which it can be differentiated from the rest of the 
world as an individual object. But it is beyond the realm of 
possibility to comprehend the properties of anything before one 
is able to describe these properties with existing names and 
concepts, in which case the object has already been touched by 
human decision: its perception has already been filtered through 
man's conceptual apparatus. Thus a reality unrelated to man, 
preceding human consciousness, is, strictly speaking, incon­
ceivable. To suggest otherwise is to suggest the absurd: that one 
can perceive without the employment of any particular mode of 
perception and describe without the use of any particular 
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descriptive vocabulary. This is 'nothing but a paradox' 153 It is 
Grarrlscj)s conviction, then: that nature. when abstracted from 
conscious human purposes. is meaningless and irrelevant. Prior 
to becoming- operative under the stimulus of human action, 
nature is 'nothing' to man: for it is not part of his intelligihle 
reality ,154 So 'when one affirms that a reality would exist even if 
inan did not', Gramsci concludes, 'ont:': is either speaking meta­
phorically or falling prey to a fc)rm of mysticism. We know 
reality only in relation to man ... '.155 The sole observer 
capable of making pronouncements about an extra-human 
objectivity would be one who could judge the world from 'the 
standpoint of the cosmos itself'-viz., God.156Jt is therefore no 
accident, to Gramsci, that the origin of the belief in an objective 
reality, untouched by man, is religious, For all religions pro­
claim that 'the world, nature, the universe was created bv God, 
before the creation of man, and therefore man found th; world 
already made, catalogued and defined once and for all' ls7 

(Once more Bukharin stands accused of crypto-theological 
'mysticism'. ) 

I t is legitimate to speak of an objective reality but only ifit is 
understood that 'Objective always means "humanly objec­
tive", which corresponds exactly to, .. "universal subiective"'. 
()ne must have 'r~xourse to history and to man in" order to 

demonstrate objective reality' ,158 Gramsci seems here to be 
making two claims. First, that the world of phenomena. of objects, 
necessarily bears the imprint of the organizational power of 
generic (i.e. collective and historical) man; in the objective 
given there is always present the project of human action. The 
second claim is this: that 'one aflirms as ... objective reality, 
that reality which is verified by all men, which is independent of 
every \'iewpoint that is merely particular or group oriented' .159 

Or again, 'Man knows objectively in so far as knowledge is real 
for the entire human race' .160 Objectivity) it would seem, is 
identical (or closely associated) with intersubjective consensus. 
The sciences furnish the paradigm here: 'Up to now experi­
mental science has provided the terrain on which such a cul­
tural unity has attained its furthest extension .... It is the most 
objectified and concretely universalized subjectivity.'161 To put 
the point in a more prosaic fashion, scientific theories are 
objectively 'true' in so far as they are universally accepted as 
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valid-and this universal acceptance will only be forthcoming if 
the theories in question are effective, if they satisfy human needs, 
if they enable us satisfactorily to control and adapt to our 
environment. T'here is no point in saying that a scientific theory 
could be objectively true regardless of its practical conse­
quences and acceptance, because such a judgcment pre­
supposes the inhuman ability to observe realitv from 'the stand­
point of the cosmos itself. In all cases, then, objectivity must be 
understood in relation to the human spirit: objectivity is always 
a humanized objectivity; 'subjective' and 'objective' are not 
antithetical. The external world, in brief, is accessible to man 
only in its humanized form. As Leszek Kolakowski puts the 
same idea in a discussion of hUlnan cognition) 'in all the uni­
verse man cannot find' a well so deep that, leaning over it, he 
does not discover at the bottom his own face' ,162 

These epistemological propositions led Gramsci into a certain 
relativization or the natural sciences. As we saw earlier, even in 
this sphere, commonly associated with rigorous inductive pro­
cedures, he believed that the 'simple' observation of fact en­
tailed an element of creativity, a projection into the world of our 
(or the scientist's) evaluations and preconceptions. When we 
probe the foundations of scientific activity. we uncover a whole 
nest of antecedent assumptions. All our observations are 
dependent upon prior hypotheses, which in turn rest upon a 
particular theoretical paradigm, serving to establish what are to 
count as facts, what are to count as problems worthy of invest i­
gation and wbat are to count as their solutions. Such presup­
positions, furthermore, are inseparable from a practical per­
suasion, itself bound up )Vith 'culture, a conception of the 
world', So Gramsci not only recognizes the humanist-, creative 
character of science ('All science is tied to needs, to life, to the 
activity of man'; it involves a 'relation between man and 
reality'), he also argues that the scientific enterprise is in­
extricably intertwined witb ideological warfare: 'In reality even 
science is a superstructure'; this can be demonstrated 'by the 
fact that it has undergone whole periods of eclipse', when it was 
obscured by the ideology of 'religion, which claimed to absorb 
science itself .'63 Witness the way 'the authority of Aristotle and 
the Bible' exercised a constricting effect on scientific progress. If, 
for example, we lonk at speculation on the origin of springs, 

\ 
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writes Gramsci, we find that the scientific community produced 
'a succession of the most arbitral)' and bizarre theories, strain­
ing to reconcile the Bible and A(istotle with the experimental 
observations'. Wbile such debilitating authority was finally 
expelled from the scientific field, was this not 'due to the general 
progress of modern society'? (as opposed to the inherent logic of 
scientific inquiry itself) 164 If 'all scientific bypotheses and 
opinions are superstructures', indissolubly linked with practical 
exigencies, then we must accept that scientific propositions, 
even in their present, advanced state, are not at all definitive 
and peremptory. Gramsci considers modern atornic theory and 
asks, rhetorically, if it is 'established once and for all'. Tbe 
answer) for hinl, is obvious: 'What scientist would dare make 
such an assertion? Might it not rather be simply a scientific 
hypothesis which may be superseded, that is, absorbed into a 
broader and more comprehensive theory?"65 It is therefore 
impossible to escape thc conclusion, Gramsci declares, that 
'even science is a historical development, a movement in con­
tinuous developmenf. If it were not, 'science would cease to 
exist as such-as research, as new experiments-and scientific 
activity would be reduced to public dissemination of what has 
already heen discovered' ,166 

The~e remarks on nature, reality, and science can be mis­
leading if read hastily. Gramsci, it is true, did not regard reality 
(or nature) as a mere objective datum, external to man; but 
neither did he assume that the object of human consciousness 
was itself illusory or created by some hypostatized 'spirit'. Since 
it is common in the history of political theory filr a writer to slant 
his position so as to sharpen its contrasts with that of his 
adversary, it is risky to fasten on isolated aphorisms or state­
ments. Some attempt must be made to peel off the layers of 
polemical exaggeration and discover the fundamental line of 
thought, Let us remember that Gramsci, in the passages cited 
above, was attacking Bukhar.in (and dialectical materialism in 
general) for accepting the 'objective reality of the external 
world' in its 'most trivial and uncritical form' .167 Criticism of one 
extreme docs not entail acceptance of the opposite extreme, To 
combaf the positivist notion that the prevailing social and 
scientific order is based on a natural determinism, independent 
of anyhu~an contribution, is not tantamount to upholding the 
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idealist doctrine that the natural and social worlds are simply. 
constructions or mind. As fb[ the more drastic fbrms of subjec­
tive idealism, like Berkelev·s. which hold that the individual 
hurnan mind ,knows only its own ideas as distinct from extra­
men tall): existinrr things Gramsci dismisses them as 'bizarre' (') c' . 
and 'Emtastic' .'68 But elsewhere he makes it clear that no 1deal-
is.rn is immune from the sin of solipsism. In discussing the 
nature of philosophical activity, Gramsci asks: 'What does 
"creative') mean'? Should it mean that the external world IS 

. created by thou,,;ht? But whatthou,,;ht and whose? One can fall 
intq solipsism, and in fact ever:y/orm qlidealism necessarily does fall 
into solipsism.'169 Presumahly because, in the final analysis, no 
idealism can consistently a.drnit of objective necessity. 

Gramsci's tf"rminology, in his consideration of the external 
world, is obviouslv influenced by idealism, but dose inspection 
indicates that, in filet, he is denying not tht' existence ora nature 
prior to the human spirit, only the rel~vance or :'ntelligib~li~y of 
such a natural order: 'We know realIty only m relatlOn to 
man. '170 It is one thing to hold that nature is sign?flcant solely in 
terms of human acti~'ity; it is quite another to asserL with 
Croce. that nature is a creation of human activity.171 For the 
Sardinian, the crucial point is not that 'nature in itself exists or 
does not C'xist, but simply that there is no sense in speaking orit, 
for an 'objective' reality unrelated to man is 'unthinkable', in 
the sellse "that it provides us with no object of reflection. This, 
according to him, is merely a tautology: a statement necessarily 
true by virtue of the structure of language itself. Thus. the 
question whether there exists some reality of nature eve~ when 
men have not vet interacted with it is-strictly speakmg-a 
false question. Nevertheless (and here he appears to contradict 
himself), it is a question Gramsci does not entirely avoid. When 
he does hroach it, the answer he gives is filf from idealist. I t is 
possible, he declares, to think of 'something real' heyond our 
pres{~nt consciousness) 'something still unknown, which will 
however be known one day when the "physical" and intellectual 
instruments of mankind are more perfect. ... We are then 
making an historical prediction which consists simply in an act 
of thought that projects into the future a process of development 
similar to that which has taken place from the past to the 
present.' That part of nature which still escapes human know-
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ledge, which is not yet mastered by man, is neither thc un­
knowable Kantian 'noumenon' nor a realm about which we can 
make definitive statements; it is simply a limiting concept­
what is momentarily unknownJ72 In another passage' he refers 
to it as 'an empirical "non-knowledge", which does not exc.lu~e 
its' knowabilitv',l73 Elsewhere, Gramsci is ITlOrC emphatlc m 
affirming the ;ealitYe of abstract natural forces and laws belbre 
man turns his attention to them: 'As an abstract natural force, 
electricity existed even before its reduction to a productive 
force. but it was not historically operative and was just a subject 
of hypothetical discourse in natural history. (Earlier still it was 
historical "nothincrness" becau'se no OIle took an\; mterest In It • b' ) 

or even was aware of it) ,'174 Gramsci's position can perhaps be 
clarified by an historical example. 175 A valid insight o[idealism, 
in his account, was the belief that we cannot attest to the 
existence of what we do not know. To say otherwise is to lapse 
either into thcolo,,;y or crude materiali.st metaphysics-itself a 
variation of theology, A European living in the year 1000 not 
only did not know America; f()f him the continent did not exist in 
an); meaningful sense. It was 'historical nothingness'. It would 
therefore have been absurd for him to believe in what he did not 
positively know, or) as the geographers at that time did, to 
explain hypothetically or fancifully the world beyond Hercules 
pillars. The error of idealism, on the other hand, conSIsts In 

claimin,,; that the reality 'thought' is the whole of reality. In 
terms of the example, the fact that America existed in the year 
1000, even if nobody knew anything about it, exposes the fallacy 
of those who ruled out the existence of a world beyond the straits 
of Gibralter. Hence the claim that there always exists somee 
thing ('empirical "non-knowledge" ') that we do not yet per­
ceive. It is, in other words, legitimate to assert the existence of 
an external world divorced from the human subject if~and 
only if-in so doing one is simply leaving open the possibility of 
newexpenence. 

Man) it can be seen, does not construct or organize his world 
out of literal nothingness but out of pre-existin,,; materials. 
Gramsci never pretends that we can escape from the determina­
tion of nature and its laws. This emer,,;es clearly enough in his 
elaboration of pedagogical principles, where he acknowledges 
'the primal and fundamental fact that there exist objective, 



ro8 Base and Superstructure: 

intractable laws to which man must adapt himself if he is to 
master them in his turn ... work cannot be realized in a]1 its 
power of expansion and productivity ,without an exact and 
realistic knowledge of natural laws' .176 There is, then, a material 
substratum, an external worlq of law-governed phenomena, 
whose existence does not depend on mind, Human freedom 
vis-a-vis the natural world is not the negation of necessity; it is the 
manipulation of necessity for human purposes. Nature, in sum, 
is not entirely amenable to human control; and man himself, 
with his Ilesh, blood, and brain tissue, is part of nature, So 
-Gramsci rejects not only the materialistic monism that annuls 
the creative subjectivity of man; but also the spiritual monism 
that postulates the primacy of Spirit, making the real a mere 
fabrication of human thought: 

F(}[ the philosophy of praxis, being cannot be disjoined from thinking, 
man from nature, activity from material, subject from object; if one 
makes this detachment, one falls into one of the many forms of religion 
or nons{,llsical abstraction. i77 

There is a dialectic between man and reality which is a dialectic 
precisely to the extent that each term is defined and shaped in 
relation to the other. The ontology oC the philosophy of praxis) 
says Gramsci) is neither materialist nor idealist; it is based on 
th;, 'identity of opposites in the concrete historical act; namely, 
concrete human activity connected indissolubly to a certain 
organized (historicized) matter, to nature transformed by 
man' .178 Thus when'Gramsci claims that 'realitv does not exist 
on its own, in and for itself, but only in histori~al relationship 
with the men who modify it', he is by no means endorsing the 
ontological primacy of spirit over' matter-he does not wish to 
reduce the latter to the formeL In his view, the world of 
phenomena is subjective or mind-independent only in the sense 
that it embodies spiritual principles in such a way that the 
human mind can both encapsulate and find itself rellected in 
this world, Exactly what this means can be illustrated by 
Gramsci's comment on a famous example produced by Bertrand 
Russell in his defence of'realism': 

What would North-South or East-West mean without man? They 
are real relationships', and yet they would not exist without man and 
without the development of civIlization. East and West, it is evident, 
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arc arbitrary and conventional, i.e. historical constructions, since 
outside of real history every point on the earth is East and \\"est at the 
same time" ... Nevertheless these references are real, they corres­
pond to real facts, they allow one to travel by land and by sea, to arrive 
where one has decidc-d to artive, ... to understand the objectivity of 
the external world. 179· 

The "objectivity of the external world', while it rellects (to some 
extent) conscious human purposes, nevertheless conditions 
men, imposing a concrete terrain of action to which they must. 
adapt. The practical implications of this position exclude any' 
possibility of ' voluntarism': 'the politician in action is a creator 
, , ' but he neither creates out of nothing nor does he move in the 
emptiness of his dreams and wishes, His action is grounded in 
factual reality ... '.180 The will~ for Gramsci, is not a spiritual­
mythical principle; it is an aspiration constrained by (and 
arising from) a practical situation, 

By now the reader may have noticed that Gramsci's views on 
these epistemological and ontological questions are remindful 
not of eriKe but of the 'early' Marx, who also claimed, in the 
context ofa critique of idealism, that the world we know is one 
we have in large part constructed. Gramsci composed his 
philosophical notes at the very tirnf" that the Economic and Philo­
sophical Manuscripts were published (in German) in '933, but he 
gave no sign of having read, or even heard of this work, It seems 
that Gramsci arrived independently at positions which Marx 
had worked out nearly a century before, though in some 
measure the Italian extrapolated these ideas from the Theses an 
Feuerbach, 

Of course, there are some, like Louis Althusser, who do regard 
Marx's youthful philosophical 'problematic' as idealist in both 
tone and content; but idealism here is understood in an almost 
all-encompassing sense, Not surprisingly, Althusser is one of 
the sharpest critics ofGran1sci's conception of science, which he 
views as pre-Marxist) Hegelian, and anti-scientific. Ifwe wish 
fully to dispel the 'idealist' interpretation of Gram sci, it is worth 
answering this charge, For (let it be admitted) his remarks on 
science seem to express something of the fin de siecie pathos 
about the lilnitations of science-and this revolt against science 
was very much associated with idealist modes of thoughL 
Gramsci, it will be recalled, declared scientific categories and 
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theories to be superstructural and historically conditioned. For 
Althusser, however, we must distinguish between 'the rela­
tively autonomous and peculiar history of scientific knowledge 
and the other modalities of historical existence (those of the 
ideological and politico-legal superstructures, and that of the 
economic structure)'. Science, he argues, must be viewed as an 
'autonomous practice', independent 'of the vicissitudes of social 
structure and history. Althusser is concerned to discover an 
unimpeachable scientific knowledge lying beyond the flux of 
history, and this can hardly be achieved if the concepts of 
science are themselves historical and ideolog'ical, reflecting a 
particular set of circumstances and not eternally applicable. 
Gramsci, on this view, mistakenly dissolves science into his­
torical praxis. '81 Tbough accurately reponing Gramsci's 
actual words, the founder of structuralist Marxism conveys the 
erroneous impression that the Sardinian was somehow agnostic 
or hostile towards the categories and procedures of science. 
Althusser tells us that he will only consider Gramsci's 'words 
when I have confirmed that they have the function of "organic" 
concept.!', concepts which really belong to his most profound philo­
sophical problematic' ,'82 but does he (Althusser) consistently 
adhere to this commendable stricture? Does he not single out 
isolated phrases without regard lor the 'profound philosophical 
problematic" Certainly, Gramsci believed that any form of 
scientific analysis involves selection from an infinitely divisible 
profusion of data, and that such selection must be based on 
theoretical assumptions which are not themselves derivable 
from the observations to be explained. It is also true that, for 
him, scientific research was not ideologically pure, in as much 
as it could be (and had been) retarded or accelerated in diverse 
ways through the operation of superstructural elements. But 
nowhere does he say that the truth or falsehood of a scientific 
hypothesis will be determined by values or ideology. However 
provisional their status at any given time, and however much 
they may be connected with different definitions of reality, 
scientific theories, in Gramsci's conception, ultimately stand or 
fall by being publicly tested against potentially disconfirrning 
evidence. The claim that certain kinds of social conditions were 
necessary for certain kinds of theoretical development does not 
imply relativism. Specific social conditions were of course 
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propitious Ic)r the development of modern physical science, but 
the content of that science does not depend for its validity on 
any kind of social context' Questions of historical cause are not 
to be confused with questions of logical ground or empirical 
soundness. In so far as they are scientific, the laws of?\ewtonian 
physics, for example, do not depend lor their scientificity on the 
historical destiny of capitalism. The scope, direction and pro­
cedures of scientific activity will at any given time be aflected by 
the social orjdeological setting, but the validify of the resultant 
theories will, in the final reckoning, depend upon their degree of 
correspondence with external I(lrces. That this is Gramsci's 
viewpoint would seem to be confirmed by the following passaRe: 

Science is, concretely, the union of objective fact with an hypothesis or 
system of hypotheses which transcend the mere objective til.ct. it is 
truc, however, that in this area it is relatively easy to distinguish the 
objective component from the system of hypotheses, through a pro­
cess oCabstraclion inherent in scientific methodology itselC sllch that 
it is possibk to appropriate the one and reject the other. Hefe is the 
reason why a social group may appropriate [he science qf another group without 
accepting its ideotog)!.18.3 

Gramsci~ of course, links the ol~jectivity of science \\'ith uni­
"versal acceptance of its findings (as distinct from congruence 
with 'external' reality), but this acceptance in turn depends 
upon whether or not the findings (or theories) Ulork in practice. 
Gramsci's concept of science: as a matter of historical fact, is not 
all that different from that of Weber, who--as is well known­
resolutely upheld the cognitive supremacy of the scientific 
method. Weber, too, thought that descriptions of natural 
phenomena had to be filtered through a priori assumptions, but 
he also recognized that when these assumptions blatently con­
flict with the data of the external world, they must be discarded. 
While scientists do not, to his mind, discover an external reality, 
totally independent of the human mind, neither do they 'pro­
duce' scientific theories in the same way that ideologists pro­
duce theories of man and society. There is no reason to believe 
that Gramsci disagreed with this characterization of the scien­
tific enterprise. If there is a difference, it is purely verbal. 
Indeed, his depiction of natural science is quite laudatory: 

There can be no doubt that the rise of the experimental method 
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separaJes tv,'o historical worlds. two epochs. and initiates the process 
of dis-solution of theology and metaphysics. and the process of 
development or modern thought, whose consummation is the 
philosophy uCpraxis. ' 

Scien((' is emancipatory because it frees man from the fetters of 
old:fashioned metaphysics, thereby initiating 'a new rc,rm of 
actIve union betwrcn man and nature" a practical. nOTl­
ft,tishistir relationship, of which 1\1arxism is thi' culmination. 184 

Compare this view with that of Croce, who deprecates the 
c.laims of natural science, by describing its laws as mere 'prac­
tical creation,\ 'arbitrary construct.ions'. which 'do not furnish 
re,al kno\iviedge'. The natural sciences '~~re nothing but edifices 
of pseudo-concepts', of t.heoretical fict.ions constructed for 
essentially practical purposes. The law and order we 'discover' 
in nature is in some sense 'put there' by the theorizing mind. ISS . 

Gramsci explicitly crITiozes Croce (along with Gentile) lor his 
~cepticism towards the ol~jective value of scientific knowledge 
and ~()f undermining the cultural prestige of the scientific com­
mUnIt.y in Italy.186 So when Gramsci says that science is 
ideological, be does not use ideological in the derogatory 
I\ .. larxian sense of 'myst.ification' or 'illusion'.~ stilllcss does he 
intend to question the solidity of lhe main conclusions of the 
physical sciences. Rather, he simply wants to place us on guard 
agaInst inHated claims that science describes an absolute truth 
'in itself. Gramsci did not, like Lukacs in History and Class 
Consdou.mess,187 dismiss scientific knOWledge as an-ideological 
:,"'eapon of the bourgeoisie: as a particular form or expression of 
Its \vorld-vision. No) for Gramsci) natural science is a mechan­
ism of liberation, indispensable I(lr the realization of a hetter 
socieyy. A..lthusser, of course, might still complain that a certain 
relatlvization of science remains. But if he believes that scien-· 
tific truth depends purely on 'the way things are', ifhe really 
dnnks t.hat science arrives at 'Absolute Knowledge' detennined 
from the point of view of a 'privileged present', then he is 
expresstng'an out-dated, pre-Kantian ideal that is generally 
rqected by both practitioners and philosphers of science. 'BB 

1 n sum, Gramsci by no means casts doubt on the reality of the 
natural sciences. Neither does he say that. the human spirit 
creates the world ex nihilo or that 'to be' is the same thing as 'to 
be thought of or that physical objects are only disguised forms 

. , 
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of mind. He denies, too, that men are free to mould their world 
in \ accordance with their abstract \,;.'ishe5. If Gramsci is an 
idealist, it IS only in the attenuated sense that, since Kant, 'we 
are all idealists'. But was Gramsei a bona-fide Marxist:' Those 
who believe he betrayed the legacy of M.1!rx and Engels will 
need further convincing. In the next section. I shall attempt to 
explain how Gramsci fits into the Marxist tradition. 

V. The Gramscian Synthesis 

Gr~msci certainly characterized himself as a Marxist and his 
'lhonght as 'materialism perfected by the work of idealist 
philosophy' .'89 Those who question the validitv of this claim do 
so. perhaps, because they hold a rigid view of the nature of 
Marxism and its core doctrine, historical rnaterialism. If this 
doctrine must necessarily rest upon philosophical materialism) 
then even Marx himself did not adhere to it, f(lr he surely did 
not believe that social facts are reducible to physical facts. 
There is an ·unfortunate tendency to identii)' historical 
materialism with the more extreme, and often polemical or 
tenta.tive) f(xmulations it receives in certain writings of ?v1arx 

/and Engels. For our purposes, it is not necessary to enter into 
futile debate ahout 'what Marx really meant'. It is obvious 

. enough that his historical writings w~re much less schematic 
and suggested a much broader (though undefined) conception 
than did his more systematic presentations of his theoretical 
position. The crucial task for us, at any rate, is not to divine 
Marx's obscure and probably vacillating intention, but to 
assess whet.her historical materialism loses ~ts uniqueness and 
explanatory power if presented in a non-schematic form. Put 
another way, can the Marxist insistence on the primacy of 
economic factors accommodate a creative, non-epiphenomenal 
role for ideas and consciousness? I think so, and, what is more, I 
believe that in Gramsci's Quaderni, we can perceive the outline 
ofa plausible and interesting synthesis. 

For Gramsci, as for Marx before him, those who conceive of 
an abstract, timeless human nature afe victims of delusion: 

If we reflect on it, we ·can see that in putting the question 'what is 
man?' what we mean is: what can man become? ... Man is a process 
and more precisely the process of his act.ions . 
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'fvfan', moreover, is to be conceived not as an individual limited 
to his own individuality but in a collective sense, 'as a series of 
active relationships' with other men,and the natural world. 190 

,1vlan, understood as generic man, creates himself (and his 
institutiolls) throughout history, and he does so not 'out of 
nothing' or 'in the emptiness of his dreams and wishes' but in 
confrontation with the exigencies of nature 'by means of work 
and technique'l91 

r n this confrontation, man subdues. organizes and classifies 
the raw materials of naturf in order to satisfy his material needs, 
so that the world 'Of phenomena confronting us in everyday 
perception consists essentially in 'qualities that man has dis­
tinguished because of his practical interests (the construction of 
his economic life) ... ' .'92 Herein lies the metaphysical basis of 
historical materialism. Gramsci inherits from Marx the belief 
that material needs art~ primary in human evolution, not 
because men must eat to live but because the labour process 
directed to the satisfaction of these needs constitutes the sub­
stratum, indeed, th(' engine of history, The auto-genesis orman 
implies that, in satisfying his biological needs through his con­
tact with nature, man also develops new material wants as well 
as the possibilities for their fuHilment. Human needs are thus 
historica.l, not naturalistic, and th(' never-ending dialectical 
pursuit of their creation and satisfaction underlies historical 
development. 

Cognition, which is a factor in the assimilation of the natural 
world, cannot evade this detenninism. Thought emerges as a 
function of practical behaviour, of how men produce. The 
world is differentiated not according to some natural classifica­
tion but to the classification imposed by the practical need for 
orientation and mastery in one)s el1yironment. This quest for 
control of the environn1ent involves more than the imposition of 
a linguistic structure on primal data; it also entails the develop­
ment of scientific knowledge and technical mechanisms-in a 
word, technology-to harness and humanize th(' abstract forces 
of the Ilatural world. While this technology, along with its 
structural embodiments, is ultimately a human creation, the 
purposeful outcome of man's as yet incomplete conquest of 
nature, it nevertheless possesses its own imperative and in 
specific historical .situations becomes an 'external force which 
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crushes man. assimilates him to itself and renders him passive 
, . ,'.193 In any event it severely circumscribes human action, 
When Gramsci cautions that political activity 'is grounded in 
factual reality', the realitv of which he speaks is ultimately 
economic in origin. In his critique ofBukharin. if)r example. he 
paraphrases two well-known propositions contained in IVlarx '5 

Pre/ace to a Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy and 
rt:commends that they be placed at the foundation of Marxist 
analysis; , 

I. :NIankind only poses for itself those tasks that it can resolve; . , , the 
task itself onlv arises when the material conditions for its resolution 
alreadv exi~t 'or at least arc in the process of t(Jrmaliol1, 2. A social 
format'ion does not perish until all the productive f()}TeS it can accom­
modate have been developed: new and higher relations of production 
do not take its pl;I~T until the material conditons of these new relations 
han' ~r()\'vn up within the womb of the old society.194 

'This is no isolated quotation. 1 n fact)· Gramsci describes t.he 
Preface~ \vhich contains the classic. summary statement of his­
torical materialism, as 'the most inlportant and authentic 
source for a reconst.ruction of the philosophy of praxis' ,195 'J"he 
basic ideas of the Pre/ace-in particular, the explanatory 
priority of the productiv~ forces-find an echo in many se~tions 
of the Quademi, but a i"w examples should suiliee. In hiS ex­
planation of 'Regularity and Necessity', he argues that the 
'realization of the impulse of the collective will' presupposes 
'the necessary and sufficient material conditions' .196 \lVhen 
discussing poiitical parties, he writes: 

On the basis of the level of development of the material iixccs of 
production, there arise the various social groupings, each represent­
ing a function and occupying a specific position within production 
itself. . , , By studying these fundamental data [material forces of 
prod~ction], it is possible to assess whether, within a particular 
$ociety, there exist the necessary and sufiicient conditions for its 
transformation-that is, to check the degree of realism and practic­
ability of-the different id('ologies which have been born on its own 
terrain. 197 

He also claims that the dominant complex of bourgeois cultural 
and political institutions 'corresponds to the requirements of 
the development of the productive forces'198 The obvious im-
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plication here is that the material base not only sets limits to 

historical change but also shapes the contours of the super­
structure. This list of quotations could be len[(thened still 
filrther.199 Close inspection of the (2uaderni thus indicates that 
Gramsci conlpletely rejected the CroC{~an notion that values 
and beliefs constitute the prirnary det.erminants of social life, 
Neither can his theory be reduced to a facile interactionism, 
asserting merely that the economic realm must be given its due. 
Rathrf, priority is given to the productive fC)f(-es (tools, 
machines, human skills, etc.). which operate with a certain 

. 'automatism'. i.e. a 'relative independence from individual 
choices and from arbitrary government intervention'. 200 

A qualification must be entered here. Gramsci, it would 
appear, belic\'es only that the basic trqjectory oj" human history is 
explained by the development of productive tim:es. The specific 
course q/af{V given Jocie{v, however, may va!), in accordance with 
the dynamics of its own individual situation. The[e arc, in other 
words, exceptions to the rule: backward countries may find 
themselves in a position to 'borro"v' ideas and institutions from 
more technologically advanced zones. As he fully realized. both 
the Italian Risorgimento and the Russian Revolution did not so 
much liberate 'already developed economic f()fces from alili-
9uated legal and political fetters as 'create the [(encral condi­
tIOns that would allow these forces to arise and evolve on the 
model of other countries'. 201 Exogenous factors. such as 'the 
relation of international forces', can influence the sequence of 
cvents in a country, producing progressive change even where 
the internal material conditions for such chang(' are 'scanty 
and ihadequate'202 In these cases, the 'normal" base/super­
structure relationship- is inverted. But even under 'normal' 
conditions, according to Gramsci, superstructural forms do not 
passively reflect alterations occurring in the economic infra­
structure. Remember, he represented the relationship between 
the two spheres as 'necessarily interactive and reciproca'l'. 
While changes in the productive process may be of primary 
importance, the superstructure is by no means devoid of in­
dependent influence: 'At certain moments the automatic thrust 
due to the economic factor is slowed down, obstructed, or 
even momentarily broken down by traditional ideological 
elements.'203 Though they are initially rationalizations of socio-
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economic pressures, organized illusions dH~mselves become 
part of the objective social situation, part of the extern'a} world 
which precedes and conditions the behaviour of individuals. 
Ideologies (orne to be detached from the environment whence 
they took their birth and hold themselves above men as impera­
tive rules and models: 'Ideologies are anything but arbitrary, 
-thev are real historical facts that must be combated and un­
_ nla~ked as instruments of domimition: 204 The conditions of the 
capitalist systrm. reasons Gramsci. unleash liberating" fixees; 
technolog-y sets the premises fen· a new, freer system of social 
relationships, 'but it is not necessarily the case that these ten­
dencies must be realized'.20S As seen earlier, socialism fc)r 
Gramsci (and here he deviates from Marx) was not the in­
evitable outcOlne of a natural order written into history. Eco­
nomic facts in themselves arc bv no means decisivt. They 'only 
create a terrain more hlV(mrabk to the diffusion of certain 
modes of thought, and certain \vays o( posing and resolving 
questions concerning the entire subseqi.tent development of 

. national lif," 206 It ()Hows that purposive ideolo[(ical and 
political initiative 'is always necessary t6 liberate the economic 
thrust from the shackles of traditional policies' 207 The 
changint:r {()fces of production generate new ideas which m.av or c ,",. u ' 

may not become t.he ruling ideas. If they do, then they will 
establish the emerging f()rces of production and the class or 
classes associated with them. ""\lthough men are rooted in an 
econmnic reality that circumscribes their fh'c initiative. this 
objective world of fa.ct is not to be passivelv registered; human 
intervention is decisive. C;ramsci underlines this point with an 
implicit analogy to Machiavelli's opposition between jiIYtuna. 
(rou[(bly-the natural {()rce of circumstance) and virtu-the 
ability of the individual to act upon and mould the given world 
of circumstance. Instead of fortuna) Gramsci talks about 
'chance', loosely defined as the concatentation of objective 
forces. lfwe 'intervene actively' in the operation of chance. we 
can 'render it, from our point of \'iew, less "chance" or "nature" 
and more the effect of our activity and will'208 In his exploration 
of the 'relationship between the economic and superstructural 
spheres, Gramsci obviously wishes to make a distinction be­
tween 'underlying' and 'immediate' causes. A frequent error in 
historical analysis, he informs us, is not to grasp, the correct 
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relationship between the two types of cause. Thus one attempts: . 

to expound as iml11('diately operative causes that arc instead operative 
indirectly, or else to aflirm that the immediate caUSfS are the only 
eflicifnt causes; in one case we have the mistake of f'conomism or of 
pedantic doctrinairism; in the other, the mistake of 'ideologism'; in 
~m(' case mechanical causes are ovt'f'\'alued: in the other. the volun­
tarist and individualist elrment is exalted,209 

At this point, it is worth pausing to consider what Gramsci 
actually means when he refers to "automatism' or to 'the auto­
matic thrust due to the economic factor'. Is this appropriate 
phraseology for an implacable fCle of mechanistic Marxism) Is 
he suggesting that, in generaL machines run men rather than 
vice versa? Certainly he inveighs against Bukharin fbr imagin­
ing economic forces as an antecedent sphere, an isolated factor, 
prior to any human mediation and divorced (rom social rda­
ti()ns. Economic techniques, Granlsci insists: have human re­
lations built into them; they do not exist in a void;, they incor­
porate '''mental'' instruments) philosophi"(;aI knowledge'. 210 

While Gramsci grants that the material techniques of produc­
tion are 'an active, propulsive force', he also declares that the 
'concept of activity applied to these forces must not be confused 
or even compared with activity in the physical or Illetaphysical 
sense') for these forces become historicaHv active only when 
'dominated bv man'211 But if productive iorces repre;ent the 
organization of human will and consciousness, ifit is impossible 
to separate the physical reality of material instruments from the 
human clement, then how can Gramsci speak of the 'economic 
factor' providing an 'automatic thrust' to historical develop­
ment? This hypothetical objection, which has in fact been 
raised against Marx by H. B. Acton and John Plamenatz,212 
rests upon what I deem to be a non-sequitur: namely, because the 
invention, introduction, and continued operation of the various 
lorces of production require thought, laws, and moral values 
(all of whic" are superstructural by definition), it therefore 
follows that these forces cannot in any sense determine the 
superstructure. Because base and superstructure are not 
separate processes, no causal relationship can be postulated. 
The criticism can be represented symbolically as follows: A 
cannot determine B because A and B are not conceptually 
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distinct, and an efrecJ cannot be included in its cause. Implicit 
in this criticislTI is the fallacious assumption that structures 
created and perpetuated by a multitude of conscious, indi\'j­
dual acts cannot develop some sort of internal logic, or institu- .. 
tional irnperative, over and above these acts. The enlpiric'ism so 
ingrained in our /\nglo-Saxon culture has alvl.:ays been inclined 
to understand social events as resulting from a totality of indi­
vid ual anions, but Marxism (along with other i()mIS of' holism ') 
sees no problem in endowing collective agents with an uncon­
scious purposefulness distinct from their indi\'idual members.213 
1vlarxism is surely right on this point. v\it' simply cannot explain 
all that happens in societ\' or history wholly ill terms of facts 
about human individuals-their dispositions. heliefs. decisions, 
etc, Collective acts and phenomena do occur and canq.ot be 
analysed away into atomic constituents. In Gramsci l s words, 
( ... every so{;ial aggregate is sonwthing more (and diW:Tcnt) 
frOn1 the sum orits components'. 214 Social interaction may have 
patterned consequences that none' of the participants intended 
or foresaw. The independent conscious decisions of the various 
individuals in the system may produce a configuration of u)Tces 
which confront each man compulsively, So productive f()rces 
which have intentionalitv built into them can t.w determining. in 
so far as they entail cons'equences and requiremcflts that elude 
our control. In this easel 'all men's choices mould, and each 
man:s choice is moulded by, the economic systeul. 'rhe basic 
point, for Gramsci, is that man allows himself to be enslaved by 
machines and processes which he himsclfhas made, but which 
apear to him as natural forces l directing the way he organizes 
his social and political life. 

But, as we have seen, hunlan agents are not, according to 
Gramsci, merely the bearers of ineluctable forces; though men 
operate within structurally determined limits, they peri()rm a 
creative and potentially autonomons role. Men in history, as he 
conceived it, are striving to realize their full potentialities,215 
and this effort is a struggle to escape from being the plaything of 
forces that seem at once mysterious and irresistible; that is, to 
attain mastery over these, forces, to subjugate them, to make 
'the passage from "objective to subjective", from "necessity to 
liberty))'. This transcendence of necessity is the moment of 
'cath~rsis' .216 The economic process comprises the realm of 
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necessity: 'objective and iI/dependent oftbe will of men' 217 It 
can., however, be transfc)rmed and incorporated into the realm 
of freedom by political action. This seems to haY(' been Marx's 
viewpoint. He too~ el1vIsaged a unique historical occurrence 
which would enable nlankind to comprehend history as its own 
creative act. vVhile the mature Marx more and more stressed 
historical necessity and processes operating independently of 
hunlan volition, he never abandoned his vouthflil vision of a 
b.rcakthrough in which man at last becom~s sovereign over his 
CIrcumstances. 

Let me now briefly summarize Gramsci's position. Like all 
Marxists he regarded thcocconomic struggle ofn1an with nature 
as the moving force of .history. The produdive techniques, 
moreover"constitutc the backbone of any given society. These 
material forces of production more or less follow their own inner 
logic of development and determine which sorts of class rela­
tions and superstructural elements can take hold in societv. In 
certain historical periods, the components of the supcrstru(:ture 
lna~: be rnutually contradictory (i.e. some operate to preserve 
the existing relations of production; others may be subversive). 
These discrepancies reflect the contradictory interests of eco­
nomic classes, And finally, the superstructure can crucially 
react upon tbe base, mainly by accelerating or impeding the 
social cbanges implicit in technological advance. For example, 
relations of production which have become regressive (e.g. 
those of the capi talis t sys tem) can con tinue indefinitely because 
of the growth and persistence of supportive structures and, 
especially, ideologies. It is precisely at such a historical con­
juncture that hegemony beconltS decisive, either in maintain­
ing or destroying the existing order, depending on which class 
ideology prevails. 

Thus_Gramsci does not deny tbe objectivity of material con­
ditions; he gainsays only that the objective conditions for social 
transformations can be historically operative until subjectively 
perceived, and that such perception is not contingent: 

... the existence of objective conditions ... is not yet sumcient: it is 
necessary to 'know' them and know how to use them. And to want to r 

use them. 218 

Effective human action is the consequence neither of pure will 
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nor of ine,xorable forces, but of a particular kind of interaction 
between objective circumstances and the creative spirit of man. 

To bring the nature of Granlsci's ~:farxism into sharper 
focus it mi<yht he useful to ()utline femr models of the relation-, ~ 

ship between the material base (fbrces of production) and 
consciousness. (I t is to be kept in mind that theoretical models 
represent deliberate simplifications of reality. which help us to 
bring some irTlportant aspect or aspects of that reality into 
greater relief There need be no claim dUrlt these models g-rasp 
all the complexities of the relationsbips they formalize.) Two 
can be considered non-Marxist; (a) consciousness detennines base 
(tbe idealist view); and (b) consciousness and base interact on a more 
or less equal basis (the common-sense view). As I bope I have 
shown, Gramsci accepts neither of these models. 

The two remaining models can be considered Marxian: (a) 
base determines the form of consciousness (classieaL 'scientific' 
Marxism); and (b) base determines what forms of consciousness are 
possible. Gramsci fits into this latter category. which we mi~ht 
call 'open' l\·larxism. The economic base sets, in a strict manner, 
the ran~e of possible outcomes, but free political and ideological 
activity is ultimately dtxisivc in determining which alternative 
prevails. There is no automatic determination: only the creation 
of a more or less favourable atmosphere for the diffusion of a 
new ethos. The will, then, moves history but only in so far as.it 
conforms to the needs constituted bv extant economic condi­
tions. This position mav lack the p;ecision of an empirically 
testable hypotbesis, but it does manage to steer a middle course 
between the Scylla of absurdity ('production determines every­
thing') and the Charybdis of banality ('everything influences 
everything else'). 

Gramsci definitely went further than Marx in seeing the 
impossibility of any precise correlation between economic cir­
cumstances and intellectual or political developments. For 
Marx, it will be recalled, capitalism, through its own internal 
contradictions. nurtures within itself the forces that impel it 
towards its inevitable downfall. The destiny of human history, 
so runs the argument, cannot be altered by the mere interven­
tion of individuals governed by tbis or that ideaL If, as Gramsci 
believed, socialism was not inscribed in the logic of history, then 
it must be based on an ideal goal, on a vision of what 'ought-to-
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be'. The open and indefinite perspective of the 'ought-to-be' 
replaces the closed chain .of determinism. As long as the rela­
tionship between man and reality is not a passive, scientific one, 
the dimension of 'ought-to-be' i~ intrinsic to politics. Existing 
econ9mic discontent must, be poured~into a mould set by some 
hierarchy of values or else 'a new balance of forces' will not 
emerge 219 Hence the need f(lr a neue Weltanschauung to form 
the basis of a truly col1ective 'intel1ectual-moral' order. But 
Gramsci's call for an'ethical infusion into ~'larxism was more 
than just instrumentaL he was genuinely worried about the 
movement's philistine indifference to cultural problems. Scien­
tific Marxism displayed little interest in intellectual or moral 
renewal; its energies were f()('used on the task of makinp; a 

,revolution il) the name of particular class interests, a revolutfon 
whose prime purpose was the institution of more rational (non­
contradictory) relations of production. Tolstoy'S famous ques­
tion, 'What shall we do and how shall we live"' was dismissed as 
a symptom of pre-scientific, utopian day-dreaming. The 
Sardinian, on the other hand, never deviated (i'om his youthful 
tel1dency to portray Marxism as, essentially, a doctrine of 
regeneration and redemption, more concerned with the full 
development of all human faculties than with economic con­
tradictions. Ifit is to succeed in its vast work ofliberation. the 
philosophy of praxis 'must reach for the solution to more ~om­
plex tasks than those proposed by the present development of 
the struggle; namely, [or the creation ofa new .. integral culture, 
having the mass cbaracter of the Protestant Reformation and 

. the French Enitghtenment as well as the classical character of 
the cultures of ancient Greece and the Italian Renaissance'. 220 

For Gramsci, then, Ivfarxisrn was n'ot simply an interpretative 
instrument, -a \001 of political action; it was also a general 
conception of the world. This being the case, neither political 
economy nor sociology could provide an adequate theoretical 
basis. His stress on the qualitative side of revolution caused him 
to revive .Marx's young Hegelian pronouncement that the 
'realization' of philosophy was. the real aim of the proletariat. 
Marx himselflater became more radical: philosophy could not 
be realized but only extirpated, for what it contained was not 
latent potential but distortcd economics. The analyst who 
thinks his patient's fantastic dreams can come true has con-
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tracted his patient's neurosis. The real cure is to r('arrange life 
so that the need for fantasv disappears. Philosophy is deUS 
abandoned or superseded as, part of the sC'ienriiic pf{~ject. 
Gramsci, however, refused to believe that Marx 'really' wished 
to replace philosophy with practical activity. Rather, Marx was 
only advancing a claim. 'in the face of"scholastic"philosophy, 
purely theoretieal or contemplative, filr a philosophy that pro­
duces an attendant morality'. Therdilre. the 'rrth thesis [on 
Feuerbach]: "Philosophers have only interpreted the world in 
various ways; it is a matter now of changing it" cannot be 
interpreted as a repudiation of every sort of philosophy. but 
only as a statement of disgust [or ivory-towered philosophers, 
atld as an energetic aHirrnation of the unit.y of theory and 
practice,'221 Philosophy was to 'culminate' in the sense of 
winning a mass backing and becoming a popular faith. What­
ever the merits of this interpretation of ~.farx, Gramsci himself 
r:ejects not philosophy but the contemplative attitude. Politics 
will always possess a philosophical dimension, but philosophy 
should not take refuge in 'abstract universality outside of time 
and space', in some city of the mind. Such a withdrawal is based. 
on a fundamental misunderstanding of the philosophical enter-, 
prise. Even in its most intellectualist {()rms (and regardless of, 
whether its practitioners are aware of the fact). philosophy is 
both a reflection on the practical acts of men and itsdf a 
practical aet (though not practical in the immediate sense). 

Thus Gramsci points out the folly of Croce's rigid distinction 
between philosophy and ideology: the first, theoretical-specula­
tive; the second, practical-instrumental. If there is a distinction 
it is only one of degree. Philosophy may operate on a higher 
level of abstraction, but ultimately it, like ideology, provides 
man with a theoretical grasp of his own functions and tasks. 
Philosophy must now come down to earth and explicitly accept 
its practical function; it must cease to be, as it was for Croce, a 
sterile juggling of abstract concepts; it must emerge from the 
shelter oflearned journals and seminar roomsand actively 'lead 
the masses to concrete action, to-the transformation ofrealiti. 222 

Tl;te true philosopher is a 'politician', an active man who reflects 
upon and modifies his environment, and encourages others to 
do likewise: . 
For a mass 'of men~ to be led to think coherently ... about the real 
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present, is a 'philosophical' en-'Dt, much more important and 
'original' than the discovery ()y some philosophical 'genius' ofa ne\'{ 
truth which remains the property ofsmall'f:{roups ofintellectuals. 223 

From this standpoint, the realization of hegemony would repre­
sent 'a great philosophical advance as well as a politico-practical 
one' 224 Whereas for Croce, philosophy is the Spirit's self-con­
sciousness of itself as thought, Gramsci redefines philosophy as 
man '8 conception of hiulSelf and society. It is his intention to 
svnthesize Robespierre and Kant, politics and philosophy in a 
dialectical unity. For Granlsci, every concrete action has theo­
retical/philosophical implications (exemplifies a mode of 
thought and furnishes the practical basis for further develop­
ment of thought) and every philosophy must be concretized 
(provide norms and values f()r practical action) to have any 
sig-nificance. Herein lies the essence of his much discussed 
'identity' of philosophy and politics, The aim of the new culture, 
then, 'is a philosophv which is also politics and a politics which 
is also philosophy' 225 

Gramsci's depiction of Marxism as a popular. reformation, as 
an affirmation of noble ideas, owes much to Sorel, whose in­
fluence on Gramsci was far from negligible, Yet Gramsci was no 
Soreiian, in that he dissociated himself from the Frenchman's 
anti-intellectualism and philosophical irrationalism. In Sorel's 
view, human masses could he organized for the attainment of 
specific purposes only by uniting them around some 'myth'-a 
fbrmula, Dr series of images containing a ~arge measure of 
illusion, Men, like nature, were driven by dark and mysterious 
forces, opaque to human reason. Contrary to S'orel, Gramsci 
laid great emphasis on the analytical and critical understand­
ing; his Quaderni exalted neither the power of imagination nor 
the role of feeling and intuition, While the appeal to romantic 
heroism struck a responsive chord in the passionate young 
Torinese militant, it was less than alluring to the sober, ex­
perienced politician that Gramsci had become, Sorel sought to 
exploit men's illusions; the Italian hoped to dispel them, to cut 
tbroughthe mass. of distortions and build a world of reason, 
purged of all superstition and mythology,226 

One other possible misconception needs to be cleared away, 
Gramsci1s promotion of an idealist ethic, his exhortation to 
'humanize the world by realizing philosophy, is not to be con-
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fused with any nco: Kantian belief that the goals of socialism 
can somehow be deduced from a supra-historical ethic binding 
on all mankind. 227 On the surface, he does appear 'to endorse 
Kant's dualisnl between mussen and sollen. 'is' and 'ought', but 
his 'historicism' prevented him from appealing to absolute 
moral standards or sets of values, whose desirability needed no 
demonstration, being self-evident to all men with normal moral 
vision, For Marxists like Max Adler and Otto Bauer, who 
thought that the science of historical materialism had to be 
supplemented by the transcendental ethics of Kant, Gramsci 
expressed nothing but con temp!' The so-called neo-Kantians, 
he lamented, had transformed the doctrine into a SUb-species of 
speculativ(' idealism. 228 Correctly understood, socialism is' not 
a derivation from fundamental laws of human nature:: it is 
essentially the expression of proletarian class interests. them­
selves the manifestation of concrete economic developments. 
For Gtamsci-as fc)r Marx~judgements of value capnot be 
sharply distinguished frenn those of fact. There is no non­
empirical, purdy contemplative moral reason. Marxist morality 
lTIUst have a 'scientific basis', whicn is to be sought 'in the 
affirmation that ~society does not pose for itself tasks the condi­
tions for whose resolution do not already exist" . _. :,229 Far 
from being a traditional moral imperative, based on an eternal 
model' and' divorced from changing historical conditions, the 
'ought-to-be' is the projection offixms and principles inherent 
in existing actuality, In the absence offorces that make for their 
realization, 'ideals' are nothing but absurd fantasies. What 
'ought-to-be' cannot be 'arbitrary, , , idle fancy, yearning, 
day-dream'; it must be 'necessary,: 'concrete', implicit within 
the existing equilibrium offorces, When formulating aims and 
goals for action, we should emulate Machiavelli, 'Who remains 
firmly on 'the terrain of actual reality' 230 And it so happens 
that, in terms of realizing the abstract potentialities of man, 
within a co-operative community, the proc~ss of production 
under capitalism affords hetter opportunities than ever before, 
The 'oughhto-be1 of socialism is immanent in-though not 
guaranteed by-things 'as they are' . 

VI, Conclusion and Summary 
In Gramsci ,we encounter a Marxism strongly influenced by 
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traditional philosophical concerns and concepts. In contrast to 
the orthodox school, he was interested not only in the develop­
ment of production and thc relation of classes, but also in 
lik-styles, ways of thinking and feeling, and the cultural forma­
tion of the masses. In addition, his conception of man as an 
au tqnomous being. as a creator of himself and the world, hears 
the stamp of the Italian philosophical tradition. Common in 
Renaissance humanism, this conception was powerfully for­
mulated bv Vico, who extended it into the foundation of an 
all-embracing, systematic philosophy of history and man. But 
there can be no doubt that the Italian thinker who bulked 
largest in Gramsci's intellectual~ ,formation was Benedetto 
Croce. Even the mature Grams6employe;! the Cwc:ear idiom, 
and thIS usage IS emblcmatlc of how the NeapolItans Ideas are 
woven into the Quaderni. The notion of ideological and spiritual 

~../ ruk through consent, the insistence on the relative autonomy of 
ideas, the hostility to philosophical materialism and so-called 
'economism'-all these were learned primarily from Croce. 
Through his confrontation with Italy's leading Hegelian, 
Gramsci came to appreciate that every historical action pre­
supposes a cultural framework, a complex organization of ends 
and means enclosed within a system of values. This insight, 
gained in his youth, always stood at the centre of his analysis) 
providing a foundation for his critique of mechanistic versions 
of Marxism. In the course of this polemic, he came perilously 
close to outright apostasy. Not only did he display more interest 
in politics and culture than in economic 'laws of motion', he also 
contradicted what is usually regarded as an essential axiom of 
the Marxist creed: the objective necessity of the socialist future. 
Bewitched by the 'rational kernel' of Hegel's dialectic, Marx 
and his disciples wereled to view certain social developments as 
'necessary' or 'inexorable'. Although the new materialism 
elevated science and the data o{'observation, an unacknowledged 
residue of Hegelian metaphysics underlay all talk of dialectical 
inevitability. I t is ironic that in Gramsci, the unremitting foe of 
positivism, Marxism found a true guardian of its 'empirical 
conscience'. He vehemently denied the existence of an a priori­
dialectic which guaranteed the ultimate success of mankind's' \ 
pilgrimage. To search for a pre-ordained design inhistory was 
~o turD a deaf ear to the genuine voice of experience. Because of 
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the unpredictable role of consciousness, of human will, history-
, in Gramsci's conception-was not a rational process whose 

dynamic structure was penetrableby the theorist. He therefore 
could not share Marx's faith that 'natural SCience WIll one day 
incorporate the science of man, just as the sci.enc(' of,man ,will 
incorporate natural science; t~erc' will be ~ ~mgle sCl,('nce·.2.~1 
But it would be mistaken, I have argued, to mfer from (.JrarnscI 5 

marginal, perfunctory discussio~ of capitalism23~ ~ncl from his 
emphasis on the creative phase of human actIvIty, that he 
strayed from the Marxist ford. Even in his heterodox verSIOn of 
the doctrine. the basis of the revolutionarv process lIes wlthm 
the sphere of' production: the complex pattern of human lift is 
firmly embedded in the methods men use to satIsfv theIr 
material wants. Nothing moves men except Ideas and Ideals­
on this point Gramsci was adamant. But to be operative such 
ideas and ideals must fit the facts of existence. Followlllf!; Marx, 
Gramsci attempts to bring ideological phenomena into some 
correlation with the mat~rial interests of the economIC order. 
With his keen eye for rationalizations and fictions, he acce.pts 
the view that different ways of economic life incorporate dif­
ferent ways of classifying and interpreting the environr:nent and 
human life. In the last analysiS', then, history works Itself out 
through the discontents of men aillicted with the contradictions 
that exist in the economic sphere. Any given hef!;emcmy must 
always be traced back to its material roots. ... . 

The burdern of my argument is thIS: GramsCl, m hIS QJlademz, 
was 'far from denying the classical Marxist primacy of bemg 
over thouf!;ht; he only wished to say that sub].cct and object 
existed in ~n interactive relationship, manifested in praxis. Man 
is at once cause and effect, author and consequence of certain 
definite conditions. Once objectified, however, these condi­
tions-especially their economic manifestation-preclude the 
possibility of sovereign choice. Men make th;ir own world and 
their owri history, but not as they please. I hey are weIghed 
down bv their own past constructions, which are in turn condi­
tioned by the primal forces of nature. It was Gramsci's hope to 
develop a concept of Marxism equi-distant from both IdealIsm 
and positivism. History is generated neither by the speculatIve 
unfolding of some transcendent 'spirit' nor by the evolutlOn of 
material forces. In Gramsci's words: 
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'"(he elc~cnts of Spinoza, Feuerbach. Hegel, French materialism, 
ctc< an'. m no way essential parts of the philosophy of praxis, nor can 
that phIlosophy be reduced to those dements .... On tht' ]Pve\ of 
the()r~' the philosophy of praxis cannot be confused with or reduced to 

any :)ther pl~il()s()p~lY. Its originality lies Hot only in its surpa.<;sirlg of 
prc\'lOus phIlosophIes but also and above all ''in its opening up a 
complctdy new road, renovating from head to toe the mode of c()n~ 
cei"ing philosophy itself 233 

Orthodox Marxism, Gramsci stated repeatedly and with deep 
COnVICtlOn, had obscured the essential element in Marx's own 
work, :vhich was the dialectical relationship between subject 
and object In thc fllstoncal process. There is a great deal of truth 
:n tIns ~ssertion. By insisting that men are capable of transform­
lng thell' reality, the Sardinian came dose to restating certain 
elements of the original IVlarxi.st conception-elemen~s lost in 
the headlong rusb to develop eternally valid svstems of in­
exorable laws. Gramsci) it can be argued, took :t\1arx's view oC 
human action to its logical conclusion. For such action. accord­
ing to I\1arX 1 ":,,as L:reative-an ability to transcend tl-w given­
ness of the SItuation was intrinsic to consciousness as he 
employed the term. But the uncertainty and open-endedness . 
ImpbCIt HI thIS conception of human action would seem to 
contradict his unshakable belief that mankind could not ulti­
mately fail in its task ofliberation. In removing this theoretical 
Incoherence 1 Gramsci constructed an original synthesis in­
fused wi th a moralism and (unspoken) pes~imism which Marx 
htmself eschewed. But how original is this syntbesis? The 
affimttes WIth Labriola have already been remarked. And wbat 
about Lukacs' The influential History and Class Consciousness 
was. after all, published a decade before Gramsci wrote his 
prison notebooks. He and Lukacs alike represent the post-war 
generatIOn of Marxist thinkers, who developed a particular 
phllosopfllcal form of Marxism, inspired by the Hegelian tradi­
tIOn and hostrle to the banalities of the ortbodox schooL In their 
mutual desire to introduce Hegelian categories into Marxist 
theory, the two thinkers staked out a number of similar posi­
tions. Both rejected the 'reflection' doctllne of cognit1on, in­
stead assigning a,.n active role to human' consciousness in the 
construction of the external world; both wanted to dispense 
WIth vulg~r materialism and arrive at a dialectic in which being 
and thmkmg were mterdependent; both denied that Marxism 

, i 
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was a science 1 compnsing immutable laws, much li~e those 
which prevail in the, processes of the physical world; both 
contrived to recast Marxism into a humanist social philosophy, 
stressin!,: freedom, self-development and cultural renewal; both 
sought a philosophical transcendence of tbe existing orderl and 
believed that the decisive struggle would be fought out at the 
level of consciousness, 

Nevertheless, a cmuple of points need to be made. First, the 
similarities between the two theorists should not be allowed to 
obscure their veTy real differences. :t\'iost important-whereas 
Gramsci categori;,ally rejected the possibility of a comprehen­
sive philosophy of historv. Lukacs thought that the historical 
process possessed an 'inner logic', which could be deCIphered 
by speculative reasoning. In fact, bc remained within the deter­
minist framework only now the inevitable course: of historical 
developlnent was i(xm~lated in terrns of'objective mind r rather 
than materialist terms. Although the dialectic of history was 
enacted on the 'existential' plane of will, not through the laws of 
the ecollomic system, tbe working class was still driven by 'the 
absolutely imperious dictates' of its misery to rebel against the 
inhumanity of capitalism. 234 

I t is ais() necessary to remind the reader tha_t Gramsci was 
already articulating ~ quasi-Hegelian Lehism during the war 
years. It may be that, in this early phase of his thought. he was 
not yet a Marxist, but neither is itobvions that History and Class 
Consciousness, permeated as it was by the themes of German 
idealism and romanticism, constituted an authentically 
Marxist work. Lilkacs bimself, in a later preface to the book, 
described its distinctive theses as an 'attempt to out-Hegel 
Hegel'235 Since I have no wish to indulge in the 'first-past-the­
post' approach to intellectual history, suffice it to say tbat it is 
by no means unllsual in the history of ideas to find two thmkers 
independently and almost comemporaneously hitting upon the 
same ideas. Neither Lukacs nor Gramsci possesses any absolute 
claim to the title: founder of Hegelian Marxism. Both were bold 
innovators who refused to believe that Marxism meant the , 
uncritical exposition of sacred texts. They saw themselves as 
authentic Marxists, upbolding a tradition of genuine as opposed 
to spurious Marxism. In the case o[Gramsci, at least, this claim 
is well justified. Such, in essence, has been the argument of this 
chap1:er. 



CHAPTER 4 

The Revolutionary Party: Architect of 
the New Hegemony 

One should highlig"ht the importance and signifi­
cance which, in the modern world, political parties 
have in the rlaboration and diffusion of conceptions 
or the world, because what they do, essentially, is to 
work out the ethics and the politics corresponding to 
these conceptions; th'1t is, they function almost as 
historical 'laboratories' of these conceptions. 

Gramsci\ MS, pp. 12-13 

1. The Intellectuals 

G I v E N TH E importance that Gramsci attributed to the 'battle 
or ideas', his well-known emphasis on the role of intellectuals is 
hardly surprising. The fruit of his historical research was a firm 
belief that intellectuals are the group most responsible for social 
stability and chanf(e; it is they who sustain, modify, and alter 
the modes of thinking and behaviour of the masses. In Gramsci's 
conception of history, then, intellectuals are the purveyors of 
consciousness; but, as we have seen in the previous chapter, the 
form and content of this consciousness must be rooted in the 
world of production. The image of intellectuals as a social 
category independent of class is false and misleading: 

Every social group born on the terrain of an essential function in the 
world of economic production creates together with itself ... one or 
more strata of intellectuals which give it homogeneity and an aware­
ness orits own function not only in the economic, but also in the social 
and political flelds. The capitalist entrepreneur creates alongside 
himself the industrial technician, the specialist in political economy, 
the organizer ora new culture, ora new legal order, ete l 

Gramsci's highly original use of the term 'intellectual' needs 
elucidation. He decries the 'widespread error of method' which 
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searches f()r the criterion of distinction between intellectuals 
and non-intellectuals in the 'intrinsic nature of intellectual 
activities), What this error leads to is the classification ofindi­
viduals according to the existence- or non-existence ofa cerebral 
component in their particular occupations Of pursuits. But on 
this criterion, he argues, 'aU men are intellectuals', Gramsci 
does not f()llow Marx in [(,cognizing a separation hetwrcn 
mental and manual labour, for 'in any physical work, even the 
most mechanical and degraded, there exists a minimum of 
technical qualification, that is: a minimum of creative intel­
lectual activity .... There is no human activity horn which 
every form of intellectnal participation can be excluded: homo 
faber cannot be separated from homo Japiens.'2 Moreover. outside 
his occupation, each man carries on some form of intellectual 
pursuit. At th(' very least, 'he participates in a conception of the 
world, he has a conscious line of moral conduct. and therel()re 
contributes to sustaining or to modifying a conception of the 
world ... '.3 Thus, intellectuals and other workers must be 
distinguished in terms of their 'immediate social function', in 
terms of whether 'their specific proft>5sional activity is weighted 
... towards intellectual elaboration or towards rnuscular­
nervous effort'; and this is determined by 'the ensemble of the 
system of relations in which these activities ... happen to be 
situated within the general complex of social relations' 4 With 
this in mind, Gramsci defines intellectual in a broad sense to 
include all those who exercise directive or high level technical 
capacities in society, 'whether in the field of production, in 
that of culture or· in that of politics-administration ... 'S The 
category of intellectuals thus contains not only 'thinkers' but 
civil servants, politlcalleaders, deries, managers) technocrats, 
etc. Within this general category, he distinguishes between 
'organic' and 'traditional' intellectuals. The iormer are fairly 
directly related to the economic and political structure, and are 
more closely tied to the class they represent, giving it 'homo­
geneity and awareness of its own function' on all levels of 
soeietv6 The traditional group comprises: (a) the creative 
artists and scholars (the organizers of culture), who are tradi­
tionally regarded as intellectuals; and (b) the vestiges of organic 
intellectuals from previous social formations (e.g. ecclesiastics), 
who come to fuse with the artists and learned men on the basis 
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of a common feeling that. they aft' 'autonomous, independent of 
the dominant social group',7 Although Gramsci, as a good 
Marxist, rejects this claim, he does admit that intellectuals (the 
traditional type in particular) are not usually passive agents of 
the classes they serve or represent, Rather, the relationship is 
'mediated in diverse ways by the entire social fabric) by the 
C'oITlplex of superstructures .. ,).8 vVhilc the, traditional ,in­
tellectuals do not necessarilv share the WOrld-V1CW of the ruhng 
group, they eventually eflt~ct a compromise with it. in part 
because of institutional pressures and financial inducements.9 

At any rate, consciously or noL they usually propagate ideas 
and \,\,;ays of thinking that are essentially conservative in their 
implications. 1o Hence, though there may be no direct controls 
over what intellectuals mav think or say, all ideas somehow 
serve the interests of one (~r another economic class, even if 
indirectly, But the only ideas capable of hecomin" generally 
accepted and institutionalized in social life are those which both 
serve the interests and reflect the experience o[either the domrnant 
"roup or the class that is 'risin,,' (i,e, the possessor of qualities 
best suited to cope with the newly emergent productive forces), 

Gramsci, as we have seen, claims that eve,:y system of thought 
originates in a particular practice (though it may linger on 
in ~arious guises long after its social precipitants have dis­
appeared), In the last analysis, even the most refined forms of 
philosophical and scientific thought are but ways m which 
human beings confer intelligibility on their own economIC or 
practical activity. Concrete experience is the essential raw 
material of human reflection, But (and this is of course central 
to his theory) the products of this reflection then proceed to 
modify the social reality from which they emerge. While world­
visions are spun out by 'great' intellectuals, they are (if success­
full transmitted throughout societv by lesser intellectuals 
(teachers, political activists, journalists, priests, etc) and 
eventually become embodied in 'common sense'; 

Every philosophical current leaves behind a sedimentation. of 
'common sense: this is the documentation of its historical effectlve­
ness ... ' Common sense is not something rigid or immobile) but is 
continually transforming itself~ enriching itself with scientific ideas 
and philosophical opinions that have entered everyday life.ii 
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The intellectual underlabollrers who propagate modes of 
thought generally work within an institutional context, The 
chief institution for elaborating and disseminating the new 
proletarian culture is the Communist PartYl which Gramsci 
often refers to as a 'collective intellectual'. 

II, The Revolutionacy Party,' an Introduction 

Gramsci, in his (}paderni, constructed his theory of the party 
around an analogy with i\lachiavelli's Printe) which was in­
tended to arouse and educate politicallv the Italian people, The 
analogy was not merely designed for rhetorical or literal;": efI('ct. 
Given the anti-political bias of orthodox Marxism, hc wanted to 
make a case for the distinctly political as a language of com­
munication, a fc)rm of analvsis, and an instrument of revolu­
tionary change. In their de~ire to deduce everything from the 
'basic' level of cconomics: i\larxists had f(xgotten that 'man is 
essentially political', 12 I t was his concern f"r the political sphere 
(understood in a wide sense to include all superstructural 
activity) 13 that attracted Gramsci to l\'1achiavelli. whose desire 
for the unity of sixteenth-century Italy ellcoura.ged him to look 
to the binding~ collective potential of political action. In 
Gramscj's words) ' ... what IViachiaveili does is to bring 
everything back to politics. that is. to the aft of governing men) 
of securing their permanent consent. and hence of founding 
"great states"'.14 Just as y!achiavclli endeavoured to free 
Italian politics from the dead weight of religion and traditional 
morality) so Gramsci wished to liberate I\1arxist thinking from 
the incubus of economic reductionisrn. For the Florentine, as 
for the Sardinian, politics was the realm of virlli. "vhereby men 
could attempt to dominate objective reality-to create a sense 
of community in the midst of chaos and fragmentation. Gramsci 
saw in Machiavelli both an intuition of the historical problem of 
his own epoch-the need for impassioned engagement in the 
buildin" of a unified national culture-and the specification 
of suitable procedures and strategies for attaining this end. 
Machiavelli was, to him, the theoretician par excellence of the 
unitary modern state, When he calls his illustrious predecessor 
'the first Italian Jacobin', 15 he is alluding to Machiavelli's 
attempt to weld together city and country into a national militia, 
to create in his Prince an agent of mass mobilization: 
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Any formation of a national-popular collective will is impossible, 
unless the ~reat mass of peasant CUltivators bursts sirnultaneously 
into political life. This was .i\1achiavelli's intention through the re­
form of the militia, and this Vias achieved by the Jacobins in the 
French Revolution,. 16 

For Gramsc;.J aco binism docs not signify (as it does to some) 
extremely violent action hy a minority, the exasperated volun­
tarism of a sectarian, authoritarian group (or leader) which 
tries toforce a political situation. Rather, it primarily defines the 
class content oCa political re\'oluti()n~ the vision ora subordinate 
class or classes aiming at historical maturity through the 
guidance of a democraticallv inspired elite, aware of the im­
portance of the people, sensitive to their needs and wishes. Put 
simply, Jacobinism denotes strong leadership tied to a demo­
cratic mission,I7 It is significant that Gramsci stresses the 
populist, consensual side of Machiavelli's tbought, rooted as it 
was in an understanding that the basis of politics was being 
broadened and that the factor of'the people' would have to be 
taken into account in future reckonings. This interpretation of 
Machiavelli is quite evident in the intriguing passage where 
Gramsci remarks that 'Machiavelli's Prince could be studied as 
a historical exempliiication of the Sorelian myth-i.e. of a 
political ideologv presented neither as cold utopia nor as 
doctrinaire ratiocination, but rather as the creation of a concrete 
fantasy which acts on a dispersed and atomized people to 
arouse and organize its collective will' .18 In the conditions of a 
complex society) however, neither a 'concrete fantasy' nor a 
'doctrinaire', 'cold utopia' nor anything in between can be em­
bodied in the person of a post-Renaissance condottiere, however 
progressive: 'In the modern world, only an immediate and 
imminent historico-political action, characterized by the neces­
sity of rapid proceeding, is capable of being entrusted to a single 
individual.' Such action is not of course appropriate to the 
founding of 'new States and new national and social struc­
tures ... '. It is therefore the party, not the 'historicaliigure', 
which must emerge as the champion of popular energies. What 
is needed in the era of bourgeois hegemony is a 'Modern 
Prince\ which 'cannot be a real person, a concrete individual. 
It can only be an organism, a complex element of society in 
which a collective will, which has been partially recognized and 
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afllrmed in action, already begins to take shape. Historical 
development has alreadv provided this organism. and it is the 
polltlcal [revolutionary] party-the first cell in which tbe germs 
of a collective will tending to become universal and total are 
gathered together. '19 

A crucial phrase here is 'historical de\'eIopmenf. Politics is 
not for Gramsci the ultimate demiurge of society, an illusion 
Marx thought speciiic to 'jurists and politicians'. The party 
must anse and aflirm itself as a historical necessity, not as an 
arbitrary voluntarist construction. As I argued in the last 
chapter, the emphasis Gramsci places on the moment of critical 
intervention) on the initiative of the revolutionar:.,r sut:~ject, 
~?ould not lead comrrlentators to exaggerate his voluntarism. 
1 he party comes into being only \vhen the prole-tariat has 
already beg-un to exhibit an embryonic consciousness of itself as 
a~ 'autonomous' class, to perceive dimly (perhaps subcon­
snousl)') that its own interests are potentially universal. And 
the development of this nascent consciousness is intimately 
related to concrete material changes. PoEtics, he maintains, 'is 
born on the "permanent and organic" terrain of economic 
l·c.'2°It (' .,. h . 11C" . was ,ranlSCI S VIew, per aps attnbutable to his un-
critical acceptance of l\1arxist economic categories, that 'the 
objective conditions for the proletarian revolution have existed 
in Europe f()r more than fifty years'. 21 Gramsci never abandoned 
the conventional Marxist theme--which he put forward insis­
tently in his Ordine Nuovo writings22-that production lor 
F'rivate proiit is incapable of utilizing to the fullest the produc­
!lve potential of the increasingly socialized forces of production. 
The revolutionary party, both the 'expression and most 
advanced part '23 of the proletariat, must activate the smoulder­
ing) 'incurable structural contradictions'24 of capitalism into 
manifest social tensions. The principal problem, then, is to 
know how best to use the political element, to 'make politics'. 
The revolutionary party undertakes the task of completing that 
transformation in the working class which is imrnan~nt in 
capitalist society itself. Some further, c1ariiicatorv remarks on 
this task are in order. . 

Like Lenin25 before him, Gramsci believed that socialist 
truth must be brought to the working classes from 'outside'; it 
does not spontaneously emanate from the conditions of produc-
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tion or from the class struggle. lIn its initial stages, innovation 
cannot flow from the rnasscs, if not through the channel of an 
elite in which the conception implicit in human activity has 
already become- in a certain measure actual consciousness; 
coherent, sytematic, precise, and decisive y.,rill.'26 The party, 
then, is the necessary mediating iC)fCe which enables the masses 
to transcend their mystified condition. It is essential to recog­
nize that this heavy emphasis on a revolutionary avante garde 
represents a departure from ~1arx's thought. for the latter 
developed no clear doctrine oethe party. Given his concern for 
organization and his occasional references to an ill-defined 
vanguard. it is perhaps inaccurate to attribute to Marx a naIve 
'spontaneism '-a belief that proletarian consciollsness is 
brought about solely from within the structure of capitalism 
and thanks to it. But organization, to Marx) was purely a 
practical matter, a Hexible- and changing instrument, anchored 
in concrete circumstance and sut~ject to the wishes of a mass 
constituency. Organization expresses the rhythm of the mass 
movernent; it does not precede this movement, or anticipate its 
actions and objf'ctives. As 1Vlarx asserts in the Afan?feJto, Com­
munists 'do not set up any sectarian principles of their own, by 
which to shape and mouid the proietarian movement' .27 The 
party is mi'rciy the political u,rm of the proletariat and consti­
tutes its transitory mode of being: he' consistently n~jected any 
notion of a political arm distinct from the proletariafs im­
nlediate existence. In any case, such an institution would be 
redundant, for Marx did not view the emergence of revolu­
tionary consciousness as primarily a process of education 
from above, but as the inevitable, if mediated, by-product of 
irreconcilable economic contradictions. 

Gramscj's conceptualization of the determinants and cont.ent 
of mass consciousness in advanced capitalist society renders 
such an unstructured view of the party inadequate, For 
Gramsci, it will be remembered, economic factors exert no 
univocal or unavoidable influence-even in the long term. 
Bourgeois hegemony has taken its toll. In the ordinar), man's 
consciousness, left to its own spontaneity and not yet self­
oritical, there coexist disparate elements, manifold and contra­
dictory values and desires. While the expressed beliefs and 
general behaviour of the subaltern classes tend to be con-
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formist, their effective needs and claims often spur them to 
actions more or less incompatible with the vision ofli£e to which 
they ha\T been educatt·d. Hence, their 'true' consciousness is 
implicit in these deviant and irregular actions; it does not 
consist of the sum total of their verhal aflirmations. But the key 
words here are 'implicit' and 'irregular'. The frequent contra­
diction between explicit \vorld-view and behaviour, theory and 
practice. means that the unmediated activity of the masses 
c.annot be fully conscious or coherent. It is 'disjointed': there are 
moments of revolt and moments of stagnation. futile rebellion 
and dumb passivity. extremism and opportunism. Spontaneous 
discontent is contained by the pre-exlsting categories of the 
dominant ideology, Gramsci would have dismissed as irrelevant 
arguments to the effect that revolution turns on the spontaneous 
development of the working class; for he believed that, in any 
event, pure spontaneity was a fiction. an anarchist delusion. 
'Even in the most spontaneous movements ... the elements of 
conscious leadership are rnerely invisible; they have left no 
ascertainable proof '28 Direction comes from somewhere, even 
if it is covert or concealed; and in the conditions of capitalist 
society that direction is likely to be bourgeois in origin. In this 
connection Gramsci attacks Sorel I()f not proposing the creation 
ofa popular revolutionary will and f()[ supposing1 instead, that 
one already exists. This faith in spontaneity: apart fronl reveal­
ing an (acknowledged or hidden) determinism, 'leaves the 
collective will in the primitive and elementary phase of its initial 
formation'.29 

'True revolutionary action, therefore. must be firmly guided 
by a fully articulated conception of the world. The problem is to 
unify theory and practice, to render explicit that which is still 
only implicit, and which can only remain implicit in the absence 
of external intervention. The party must give coherence to the 
diffuse, often latent anger and despair of the toiling masses; it 
must deliver the dominated social groups 'from tumultuous 
chaos' so that they can become 'a political army organically 
predisposed'.'o Within this army of the oppressed and the 
disinherited, the main attacking force is the industrial pro­
letariat; its advance is to become 'the motor force of a universal 
expansion, of a development of all the "national" energies'. If 
the party succeeds in its task, the proletariat will effect the 
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passage from a corporate) and hence purely subordinate, role of 
limited opposition to a hegemonic role of conscious action 
towards revolutionary goals. 31 -VVhat this requires is both the 
destruction of old norms and rneanings and the creat.ion of a 
nnv universe of ideas and values--one capable of providing the 
basis le)r complete human liberation. I t is a matter off()rmulating 
not simply a novel vision of social and economic structures but 
an integrated and all-embracing r'Veltamchauung, a distinctively 
proletarian culture and ethic. Party activity must make total. as 
well as qualitative, the fundamental conflicts of class society; it 
mllst create an awareness that struggle on the economic and 
political front is related in a systematic way to intellectual and 
spiritual renewal. The party, then, affirms and creates the 
'intc~ral autonomy' of the subordinate classes, by providing 
them with a new conceptual framework. by effecting a 'total and 
molecular transf()rmation of modes of thought and being'.32 
'This, remember, is a precondition f()f political revolution. In 
surnlnary, the mission of the party is to establish a new collec-
tive 'vvill. a new national and popular unit~,: \ 

(

The I\Jodern Prince must be and cannot but be- the prodaimer and 
organizer of an intellectual and moral reform. which also means 
crcaf~ng- th.<: g-~)llllds for a subsequent dew-:loprnent (~f the r1<~ti()nal-

\. 

popUlar collectIVe wlil towards ttl(' accomplishment of a supenor and -J 
total f()rm ormodcrn civilization.33 

In his search fix a unified culture. Gramsci frequently 
addressed himself to the Roman Church. He was. it seems, 
impressed by the organizational and ideological potency of 
Catholicism. and laid particulac emphasis on the care taken by 
the Church. in all phases of its history, to prevent an excessive 
gap developing between the religion of the learned and that of 
the simple li)lk: 

The strcn~th or religions, and especially the Catholic Church, has 
consisted, and still consists, in the fact that they feel very strongiy the 
need lor doctrinal unitv of the vvhok mass of the faithful. and strive to 
ensure that the highe~ intellectual stratum does not get separated 
Crom the lower. 34 

Tbe 'Modern Prince', Gramsci suggests, sbould become a 
'Marxist Church', in pursuit of a universal spiritual order. The 
party militants. on this analogy, would function as a priesthood, 
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entrusted with the duty of creating and presen'ing 'doctrinal 
unity'. 

In Gramsci, the educativr function of the party acquires a 
'total', or all-encompassing, dimension (and a quasi-religious 
fervour) that take it well beyond the Leninist assault on 
'spontaneism' and 'tailism'. But bef()re pursuing this and re­
lated lines of investigation. we must dispel a myth that has 
blurred and confused Gramsci's present-day image, Anyone 
\'aguely familiar witb Gramsci's Iik and times might object that 
the fbregoing account is either inaccurate or grotesquely one­
sided , because it ignores the crltical role Gramsci assigned to 
the factory councils (consigli dija.bbrica) , especially in 'gIC)-20, 

when he took a hand in organizing them throughout Turin. 
Consequently, a digression here on the genesis and evolution of 
Gramsci's 'consiliar l doctrine is advisable, both to forestall 
criticism and, incidentally, to underscore the folly of treating 
his vvritlngs as a unifi(>d whole. 

I I I. Gramsc; and the Factor), Gouncils 

The theoretical basis of the councils was worked out in the 
pages of L'Ordine Nuovo, a dissident socialist publication based 
in Turin, which Gramsci helped to fbund and edit. His chief 
collaborators in beginning the weeklv review (in April 19J9) 
were Angelo Tasca. C mberto Terracini, and Palmiro Togliatti­
all of whom shared with Gramsci a youthful and intransigent 
contempt for ref()rmism

J 
impressive intellectual capacity, 35 and 

'a vague passion for a vague proletarian culture'. 36 The initial 
concern of the 'ordinovista' nucleus was a refined discussion of 
the problems of developing a socialist culture (in the sense of 
theatre, art, and literature). This involved an abortive attempt 
to implant in Italy a version of the Russian 'Prolekult' move­
ment organized by Lunacharsky, wbo maintained that the 
specifically cultural side oflife must be regarded witb the same 
seriousness as the other three branches of tbe labour move­
ment-the political, economic, and co-operative. The first few 
issues of L 'Ordine Nuovo proved to be no more than a renewed 
and unimaginative venture in the 'cultural messianism' that 
had informed Granlsci\s earlier work as ajournalist and activist. 
And once again cultural indoctrination failed to strike a respon­
sive chord in the movement. 37 Gramsci was later to describe the 
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early L 'Ordine Nuovo as 'nothing hut an anthology ... of abstract 
culture. of abstract information, with a tendency towards hair­
raising stories and well-intentioned wood-cuts'. 38 

By June 1919, all the collaborators but Tasca-who was 
deposed in an editorial COUI) d'etat and proceeded to register 
a growing dissent-had fbund the 'slogan' which y.,tas to charac­

terize L 'Ordine Nuovo. namely. the idea of the tactory councils as 
the Italian equivalent of th;' Soviets. High-flown discussion of 
aesthetic theory was made to yield place to the theme which 
became the hallmark of thejournal and of the group that had 
coalesced around it. 

The ideas of soviets enjoyed currents throughout the Italian 
Left in this period, from thr reformists at ont' extreme, to 
Bordiga. whose 'absentionist' journal published in Naples was 
entitled II Soviet. at the other. But the Ordine Nuovo group dis­
tinguished itself in a number of ways. To begin with, it had a 
programme f()f the institutionalization of a soviet system, 
fought for this programme, and, to some extent, realized it, 
managing by I920 to enroll the majority of the working men of 
Turin. But most important. the radical Ordine Nu()v() conception 
of the role and practice of the councils brought the group into 
direct confliCT with the rest of lhe Italian Left. This is not the 
place te,r a detailed description and analysis of the Turin factory 
councils or of the theoretical positions underpinning them. For 
our purposes it is sufficient to mention their basic features. 
First, they were. as their name indicates, based in thefaetories or 
units of production. and theretclre diflered from the Russian 
Soviets, which were territorial organizations. Second, the con­
sigli were independent of the traditional working-class institu­
tions, and, unlike these institutions, representative of all the 
workers in a given plant, through a mechanism of mandatory 
democracy. Third, the councils, partly through the work of 
subsidiary bodies such as 'factory schools', served two basic 
educative functions: (I) to prepare the workers for a seizure of 
power in the factory by providing them with technical and 
administrative training,39 and (2) to convince them 'that it is 
in their interest to submit to a permanent discipline of culture, 
and to form a [correct J conception of the world and the complex 
and intricate system of human relations, economic and spiritual, 
that j()fm the social life of the globe' 40 The councils, then, 
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became-at least in theory-the main vehicles of revolutionary 
education. Finally. and because of the afiJrementioned charac­
teristics. the councils were depicted as the institution that 
would ultimately replace the- bourgeois state as the organ of 
government, Gramsci and his colleagues (excluding Tasca, 
who vvished to subordinate the councils to the trade unions) saw 
the cons(lfli as embryos of the future socialist state, as the-' proto­
typical organs of the proletarian society. epitomising its pro­
duction, organization. and spirit: 

The f~lctorv council is the model of the proletarian State" AI! the 
prohlems i~lhcr('nt in ttw organization of th(' proletarian Statt' are 
inherent in the organization of the council. In the one and in the other, 
the concept oftht· citizen declines and is replaced by [he concept of the 
comrade: collaboration to produce \vcalth " . " multiplies the bonds of 
am'ction and brotherhood. Everyone is indispensable: everyone is at 
his post; and evcry"one has a ('unction and a post. Even the most 
ignorant and backward of the workers. {'\Tn the most vain and 'Civil' 
of engineers eventually convinces himsclfofthis truth in tht" ('xperi~ 
enee of htdory organization. EV('ry"OIH> evcntually acquires a corn­
rnunist viewpoint through understanding the g-reat step ICHvvard that 
the communist economy represents over the capitalist cconorny" The 
council is the most fitting organ of mutual education and ciC\Tlop­
ment 0(' the new sociai spirit that the proletariat has Sllc(Tt'dnl in 
expressing. . \Vorking"-class solidarity ... ill tlw council is positive, 
permanent. and incarnated in cv("n the most trivial moments of 
industrial production. It is ('ontained in the joyous awareness of being 
an organic whole) a homogenous and compact system that. by useful 
labour and disinterested production of social wealth. asserts its 
sovereignty~ and realizes its powr-r and its freedom as a creator or 
history.41 

Others wished to locate the {ocus of worker organization in 
the trade union centres or in the Socialist Party. Gramsci, 
however, wanted the future society to emanate-directly from the 
cells of the social body that were both rooted in the productive 
process and truly representative. More than once, he compared the 
'voluntary' or 'private' nature of trade unions and parties with 
the 'representative' or 'public' character of councils. The 
former are adhered to by an explicit act of consent, which could 
at any moment be withdrawn. But in 'the factory councils. the 
worker participates by virtue of his role as producer, i.e. in 
consequence of his universal character, in consequence of his 
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function and position in society' and not through an express act 
of consciousness. 42 The factory councils are fCmnded on the 
permanent f()Undation of indl~strial production, and not on 
transitory facts like wages. votes, or the exigencies of conquer­
ing power. Further, Gramsci believed that both trade unions 
and socialist parties were ineradicably tainted by their origins 
in capitalist society and by their tendency to ftmction in 
accordance with its logic. Traditional working-class institu­
tions 'arise and develop on the terrain ofliberal democracy' and 
are 'necessarily inherent in the bourgeois system and the 
capitalist structure' ,43 These institutions are dependent not on 
laws implicit in the life and historical experience of the working 
classes but on 'rules of the game' imposed on them bv the 
proprietary classes with whom they compete;44 hence, they will 
'decay and corrode along with the system in which they find 
themselves incorporated'. Operating in the liheral arena, the 
Socialist Partv. for instance: must aim to win a majority ofvotcs 
'by the metht;d proper to democracy, by displaying bef()re the 
electorate programmes as general as they are muddled. and by 
promising to realize them at any cost' 45 Ideological coherence 
is sacrificed to parliamentary electioneering. Trade unions 
especially sufl"r because of the intrin.ricali~ corporatist, limited 
character of their goals, which leads workers to regard labour 
not as a 'process of production, but as a pure means of ~ain', a 
commodity to be bought and sold in the market place46 Far 
from being revolutionary, the trade unions actually perform an 
integrative function for the regime of private property·7 

The factory council, by contrast, encourages the worker to 
regard himself as a producer, not as a mere wage-earner. The 
councils alone are capable of elevating the worker above his 
immediate, individual interests and providing him with the 
mental habits of a producer. The essence of capitalist rational­
ism is division between those who have the power of decision 
and those who must execute orders, a division which capitalism 
pictures as necessary and permanent, It is precisely in this area 
that the council, by fostering a system of 'dual power' on the 
shop floor, undermines the practice of capitalist production: 
'The existence of the Councils', Gramsci tells us, 'gives the 
workers direct responsibility for production; it conduces them 
to better their labour; it establishes a conscious and voluntary 
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discipline. and creates the psychology of the producer, of the 
creator of history' . 48 Through participation in council decision­
making. the worker develops a feeling o{'interdependence with 
his fellow-producers as well as a consciousness of his own worth, 
of his ability (0 control his destiny. So the actual unfdding ofehe 
revolutionary process takes place not on the politicallewl but 
'underground, in the obscurity of the factory', where there 
exists a spontaneous unity between theory and practicf'.4~ The 
Council theory, in brief: rested on the notion of'revolution from 
below', a molecular, spontaneous process occurring in the in­
dustrial structure. Ultimately, revolution would have to come 
through the self:'conscious initiatives of the masses themselves, 
not through the directives of a vanguard party acting in their 
name. 

The themes deVeloped in Ordine Nuovo were not entirely 
original. Indeed. factory councils were a phenomenon common 
to most of Europe after 1916. In revolutionary Hungarv, fi,r 
example, Bela Kun had exhorted the masses to transf()rm their 
labour unions into soviets embracing all workers-a notion 
endorsed, incidentally, by Lukacs. Gramsci himself recognized 
that the theoretical and practical activitv of the journal and its 
staff was only the application to I taly of concepts originated oy 
Lenin (and incarnated-albeit briefly-in the victorY of the 
Soviets in the Russian revolution), leavcnf'd with inspiration 
from the writings of the American syndicalist, Daniel de 
Leon,so the theorist of the Wobblies, and from the British shop 
stewards'movement. 51 

During the fifties, there was a great deal of controversy in 
Italy about whether the 'essential' Gramsci favoured the party 
or the councils as the chief f()fm of working-class organization. 
Needless to say, the PCI and its theoreticians stressed the role of 
the party in Gramsci's thought and minimized the meaning of 
the council experienceS2 The coullciis were emphasized by 
Marxist intellectuals who challenged the Communist Party's 
centralism and advocated forms of workcrs' self:'government. 
This position was especially prominent after the Hungarian 
revolt in 1956, when many disaflected intellectuals left the 
Party. The whole debate possessed an element ofilrtility, for it is 
undeniable that Gramsci underlined the councils in his Ordine 
Nuovo period, and the party thereafter, But one of the most 
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perplexing (and legitimate) interpretative problems confront­
ing Gramsci scholarship centres on the degree of rupture or 
continuity betwern the consiliar theory and the Leninist pre­
occupation. with the party that. receives such clear expression in 
the Quademi. The thesis of a sharp discontinuity has been 
expounded most [(,rcehIlly bv the ManifeIto group. dissident Left 
intellectuals who were expelled by the PC'! in ''l6953 !\1ore­
over, they proclaim that 'what is alive' in Gramsci is his anti­
J acohin theory of '<)' ,)-20. his feJeus on the role of councils in 
raising mass consciousness, not the 'Stalinist' and elitist' view of 
the party that surfaced in his later writings. Thus. they revived 
the old debate about the 'essential' Gramsci; but as Davidson 
points out, for the A1an~lesto circle, 'this emphasis on the "anti­
Jacobin" Gramsci is usually intended to bf no more than taking 
a few '"live" guides to action from a corpus of doctrine, ' , , It is 
not intended as a rcsumt' oran interpretation of the whole of his 
thought.' s4 Others who elevate the Ordine Nuouo theory actually 
claim that it permeates the totality of his writings. Caracciolo) 
filr instance. declares that. at least until, 926 and arguably until 
his deatl-L the consiliar theory remains 'at the centre ofGramscils 
attention as an indispensable and irreplaceable element of his 
theory ofrrvoiution'.55 lviartineili, toO, sees 'a basic continuity 
between Gramsci's treatment of the two institutions' and 
suggests that in his later writings the 'Party maintains decision­
rnaking power and has co-ordinating and directive functions, 
but its power is ultimately based on and must ultimately respond to the 
network of councils' 56 The difference, then. becomes merely 
one of degree. This, I believe, is to press the continuity argu­
ment too far and to gloss over how Gramsci's ideas changed and 
developed in response to changing political conditions. But, 
ironically. the notion of a 'radical break' also betrays an 
ahistorical reading of Gram sci. wrenching quotations arbitrarily 
from the sequence of events and pattern of intentions that help 
to explain their meaning and significance. If we place Gramsci's 
wri tings on the party and the councils in their proper historical 
context, and scrutinize them with an open mind, it seems clear 
that his basic orientation did change. but not as fundamentally 
as some might think. 

When Gramsci was advocating the councils, Europe was 
riding the crest of a revolutionary wave. The idea that revolu-
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tion was on the agenda was common to both sides in the class 
struggle between 19,8 and '920. The Ordinc Nuovo movement 
was inspired by the example of a triumphant Russian revolu­
tion, which indicated thilt soviets could furnish the basis f{)[ a 
socialist state, and supported by the widespread conviction that 
the] talian social and political situation \\.-a5 objectively mature. 
Certainly. Italian capitalism was falterinf( and worker unrest­
spurred on by rocketing inflation. high unemployment, and the 
threat of starvation-was at a high point. The period was 
characterized by a succession of riots, lock-outs, general strikes 
and local uprisings. Partly because of the experience of the 
Great War (the sacrifices it demanded. the false hopes it raised, 
the dislocations it engendered), the dominant hegemony had 
apparently disintegrated. Moreover, in Grams(Xs home city of 
Turin. with its relatively homogeneous, skilled. and militant 
work force, spontaneous revolutiomll)' energy took a well 
organized and fairly sophisticated form. The council movement 
might have been geographically isolated in Italy's 'motor-city', 
but, granted its restricted range, it enjoyed considerable success 
on the loeallevel-suecess which may have blinded Gramsci to 
the limitations imposed by the general backwardness of the 
country. 

! t is not easy to define precisely the role that Gramsci wished 
to assign to the party in this period. One source of difficulty, 
which receives no close attention in the exegetical literature, is 
that Gramsci was speaking at different times in different con­
texts of two separate parties: one. the Socialist Party, with which 
he became increasingly disillusioned. and, the other. a pro­
jected Communist Party, purged of all re[()rmists and rhetorical 
'revolutionaries'. which actually materialized only after the 
Livorno split in 1'l21. Another (related) problem is this: 
Gramsci, in his Ordine Nuovo articles and editorials, put forward 
a number of arguments at least prima facie inconsistent with 
one another-inconsistency that was an accurate expression of 
a confused and contradictory reality. It should be kept in mind 
that these writings. even though now gathered together in one 
volume, do not in any way resemble a systematic treatise. The 
very nature of Gramscils position as an actively committed 
political commentator forced him to respond to the dazzling 
flux of events and circumstances; hence the ambiguities and 



The Revolutionary Party: 

anomalies. Whatever consistent arguments or universal con­
tent we might find must be abstracted fi'om the minute par­
ticulan; ofthe evolving situation. 

Any attempt to sort out Gramsci's views in this period must 
take as its point of departure one indisputable historical fact: in 
the face of what seemed to be an objectively revolutionary 
situation, the PSI was remarkable for its timidity and ineffec­
tiveness. Initially, Gramsci's theoretical response was to 
celehrate the revolutionary potential of the councils and to 
den10te the party to a mere 'agent'. a strategic and tactical 
adviser to the spontaneously burgeoning mass movement.57 

But by the sprinp; of 1920 this argument was conjoined with an 
apparently contradictory call for a reconstituted party, reso­
lutely Communist, fully in tune with the Third International. and 
capable of playing the decisive part in the revolutionarv process. 
For example, in an important editorial, 'For a Renewal of the 
Socialist Party', which was presented as a report at the Socialist 
Party National Congress in late April, Gramsci informs all 
concerned that: 

The existence oC a cohesive and strongly disciplined Communist 
Pan y, which, through its factory, trade union and co-operative nuclei, 
co-ordimdes and centralizes within its own executive committee all of 
the proletariat's revolutionary activity, is the fundamental and indis­
prnsahLe condition for attempting any Soviet experiment.58 

This curious juxtaposition of two distinct, though perhaps re­
concilable) positions manifests itself in confusing oscillations in 
Gramsci's published work throughout the spring and summer. 
One especially deserves mention. On 4 September 1920, 

Gramsci wrote in Ordine Nuovo that 'the Communist Party is the 
instrument and the historical form of the process of inner 
liberation ... '. S9 The party, according to this piece, takes on the 
educative and directive functions previously attributed to the 
councils. The productive process of capitalism in crisis no 
longer generates oj itself the 'inner liberation' of the industrial 
workers. Yet, on the following day, he published an article in 
Avanti! reviving all the main themes of the council doctrine and 
not once mentioning the party!60 The press of events simply did 
not allow Gramsci the luxury of working out a coherent syn­
thesis of his faith in the councils and his new-found appreciation 
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of the creative potential of a revolutionalY party. The historical 
reasons for this new appreciation require some elaboration 
here. 

II is worth while noting (and often overlooked) that the 
consiliar theory never involved a syndicalist celebration of pure 
spontaneity. In an article entitled "Il partito c 1a rivoluzione', 
published on 27 December tglg, Gramsci asserts that the 
Socialist Party, in spite of its intrinsic weakness and diminished 
role. remains the sole p;uardian of the 'correct line'. Armed with 
superior discipline and knowledge of historical development, 
and el~joying a vantage point above transient interests. it is well 
equipped to delineate the strategy. tactics, and final goals of the 
class struggle. Gramsci was apparently of the opinion that the 
councils would eventually come around to accepting Party 
guidance after their period of self-education through praxis. 
The Socialist Party may be snllied bv its origin in the capitalist 
sewer, and it may exhibit a resultant tendency towards bureau­
cratic immobilism; but Gramsci nevertheless cherishes the 
hope that the consiliar movement can obviate the dangers 
inherent in the situation bv rooting the Party in the economic 
life of the masses. 61 This h~pe was dashed by the PSI's outright 
opposition to the Piedmont general strike in the spring of Hi2n, 
an industrial action called in sympathy with the metalworkers' 
strike in Turin 62 On a superficial level, this latter strike was 
provoked bv a dispute over daylight saving time and the sub­
sequent dismissal of an entire 'Internal Conllnission' .63 But the 
significance of these events was magnified by the explicit inten­
tion of Con}industria, the new nation-wide employers' federation, 
to suppress Of crush the council movement, whose revolu­
tionary objectives it was not prepared to tolerate. 64 What was 
really at stake was the employers' authority within the work­
shop, and both sides realized this. In eflect, the Torinese 
workers were fighting for the preservation of their conneils. 

The aforementioned Socialist Party National Congress was 
held in Milan at the height of the action (I <)-2 I April). Hostility 
to what was considered the impetuousness of the metalworkers 
and their supporters in the Turin Section was general, and a 
majority of delegates refused to authorize the extension of the 
strike beyond Piedmont. The strike was clearly doomed to 
ignominious defeat. In his report to the Congress, Gramsci 
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bitterly denounced the Party for its political and organizational 
deficiencies, saying that it remained 'a mere parliamentary 
party which holds itself immobile within the narrow limits of 
bourgeois derrlOcracy'.65 For this state ofafl-airs, he blamed the 
presence of ref()rmlsts and urged the creation of 'a homo­
geneous, cohesive party. with its own doctrine and tactics. and 
a rigid and implacable discipline'. 'Those v'"'flO arc 'not com­
munist revolutionaries'. he continued. 'must be eliminated 
from the Party'66 This report amounted to a rupture with the 
PSI as constituted67 By early September his language had 
assumed an even harsher tone: he talked about a new Com­
munist Party 'arising from the ashes of the Socialist Parties' and 
dismissed the PSI as 'by no means diflt,rent from the English 
Labour Party' 68 Gramsci's disillusionment with the PSI, it 
would seem, was also coupled with doubts about at least one of 
the specific contentions embodied in the Ordine NUDOO theory­
that revolution essentially COllIes 'from belm'v'. \lVe have already 
noted how, in his report to the PSI gathering, he stressed that 'a 
cohesive and strongly disciplined Communist Party' must 
centralize 'within its own executive committee all of the pro­
letariat's revolutionary activity'. Likewise, in an article of 8 
May 1920, he reInarks that one reason for the defeat of the 
Torinese working class lay in the 'lack of revolutionary cohesion 
of tbe entire I talian proletariat' 69 Gramsci seemed willing to 
concede the paramountcy of conscious co-ordination, to grant 
that revolution must in some sense come 'from above'. This 
accounts for his preoccupation, following the failure of the 
Piedmont strike, with transforming the Socialist Party into 
a more active revolutionary instrument. But, as mentioned 
earlier, he confused the issue by not concomitantly down­
grading the factory councils from their pre-eminent position as 
the central educative institutions of the revolutionary process 70 

Perhaps we can summarize his stance as follows, In 1919 he 
believed the Party could be renewed from below by the con­
struction of the councils, but the failure of the PSI to lend 
support to the metal-workers convinced him that only a radical 
reorganization of the Party could ensure the success of the 
councils. 

Throughout this period, tben, his theoretical judgement of 
political parties as such was never really negative, A worker 
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party, properly constitu\ed and functioning, would be a re­
pository of true cOnSl'i]OllSneSs and a nlOrc or less active agent of 
liberation. Events soon led him to lay primary, almost exclusive, 
stress on this ag-ency. at the expense of the councils. 

The mood of the country remained tense during the surnmer 
of 1920. Having enlasculated the council movement after their 
April victory. the industrialists seemed d{'tcrmine~ to smash 
the revolutionary pretensions of the wor~ers once and I(:)f all. 
Finally the dam burst, There is no need here to probe the 
intricacies of the situation. A f<:'w rernarks will sufIiee,71 Factory 
occupations broke out in Milan at the end of August and 
quickly spread throughout the country. 'T'he movement assumed 
a scale and character which far exce("ckd anyone)s expecta­
tions. It vvas no\v that the real impact of Or dine NUOi)o'S ideas and 
agitation made itself felt, as factory councils sprang up every­
where. The countrv as a whole seemed to be verging on revolu­
tion. Even pcasant_s in certain districts of Sicily and Lucania 
joined the act, by 'occupying' unexploited lands belonging to 
large estates. Lacking unity of purpose or adequate preparation, 
the PSI vacillated, making a few insurrectionary noises but 
finally deciding not to call f()r full-scale revolt, The Partv's 
irresoluteness owed much to the determined moderation of the 
CGL (the major trade union federation), which, from the start, 
was anxious to reach a compromise solution. The unions did 
manage to negotiate a contract that extracted some generous 
'bread and butter' concessions from the industrialists, but the 
question of worker participation was evaded, with the indus­
trialists accepting it 'in principle', A referendum of the workers 
participating in the occupations was held on 24 September, the 
contract was overwhelmingly endorsed, and the factories were 
returned to the employers, The council movement in I taly had 
collapsed; though the workers won a technical victory, the 
revolutionary phase of post-war Italy was eflectively brought to 
a close. Gramsci's reaction to this setback was a ferocious 
Jacobinism: 

... a revoluticmary movement can only be founded on the proletarian 
vanguard and must be conducted without prior consultation, without 
the apparatus of representative assemblies, A revolution is like a war. 
I t must be minutely prepared by a workers' general stafI~just as a war 
is prepared by the general staff of the army .... The task of the 
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proletarian vanguard is to keep the revolutionary spirit a\vake in the 
masses, to create the conditions in \vhich the masses respond im­
mediately to revolutionary slogans> .. no rcyoJutionary movement 
will be decreed by a national workers' assembly: to convoke an 
assembly means to (on£(-:ss one's own lack offaith. 72 

The Ordine Nuo1JO group proceeded to sink its theoretical 
differences with Bordiga ovcr the councils in order to participate 
in the creation of an Italian Communist Part\" whose first 
leader was the ultra-Ldt-wing Neapolitan. In th~ face of defeat 
and growing fascist power, Gramsci abandoned the consiliar 
theorv. It is true that, in his writings from '92' until his 
incarceration in I 926~ he still viewed worker councils as an 
instrument for mass mobilization and as a mechanism for keep­
ing the Party in touch with its base, for protecting it Irom 
bureaucratic ossification. 73 But the councils were now absorbed 
into a qualitatively differcnt framework; the propulsive force of 
the revolution was no longer the council but the Party. In 
August '924, li)r instance, he described the Party as 'the sole 
instrument through which ... the idea of the complete redemp­
tion of the workers is able to be actualized and realized'74 
A year later he declared: 'The proletarian Party must not 
"{(JIlow" the masses, it must lead them. '75 He carne to view the 
soviet system more as a goal to be achieved irom above than as a 
means to achieve a goal from below. Indeed, in the Prison 
Notebooks, there is no discussion of factory councils at all. While 
it is probably true that Gramsci came to consider his previous, 
more limited conception of the party inadequate under any 
circumstances, his shift was also a reaction to a new type of 
situation-a _situation of worker demoralization, of apparent 
revolutionary reflux, where conscious direction necessarily 
becomes all-important. I say 'apparent' because Gramsci 
seemed to believe, along with other Italian Communists, that 
the objective conditions for revolution were still ripe, that revolu­
tion was still an immediate possibility-even after the Fascist 
takeover76 The problem, as they saw it, was one of organiza­
tion, co-ordination, discipline, and direction-from above. 

Thus, the catastrophic events of '920 extinguished 
Gramsci's faith in the spontaneous revolutionary proclivities of 
the proletariat. In the years from '92' to '926, he devoted 
himself mainly to the internal organization and politics of the 
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PCI. Upon becoming Party leader in '924, Gramsci undertook 
to 'Bolshevize' the PCI, which meant that in the manner of the 
CPS U) the Party was set on a monolithic footing, ,,\lith its policy, 
personnel, and style of activity strictly subordinated to :i\loscow. 
Since the J nternational was directed by the men who had 
participated in the Revolution of October, it was for him the 
indisputable guide: 'He who is independent of the Soviet Union 
is "independent" of the working class, and thus "dependent" 
on the bourgeois class.'77 While there exists documentary 
evidence to attest that he was occasionally critical of Soviet 
leadership and {earful of Stalin's depredations,78 it is un­
deniable that in these vears Gramsci became more and more 
Bolshevik and Leninist: ] t is only in his Quademi, however. that 
his theory of the party as the principal and indispensable agent 
of the revolutionary process is given clear theoretical justifica­
tion. I t is back to the Quaderni that we now turn. 

IV. The Modem Prince: Composition, Organization, Function 
Thus far in this chapter I have sought to show, first, that 
Gramsci, even at the height of his infatuation with factory 
councils, always believed that a vanguard party could have an 
important co-ordinative role to play, and second, that the 
abrupt end of the biennia rosso convinced him of the unsuitability 
and historical specificity of the consiliar theory he had so 
strenuously f(Hlght for. Yet it is simplistic to argue, as have 
Togliatti and his PC] followers, that the Gramsci of the Note­
books espoused a thorough-going Leninism. 79 Unlike Lenin, 
Gramsci was not utterly contemptuous of spontaneity; he did 
not call for a purely downward flow of direction-from van­
guard to mass. Even after his effective renunciation of the Ordine 
Nuovo principles he became increasingly disenchanted with 
Bordiga's sectarian approach, which elevated ideological and 
organizational purity above the need to keep in close contact 
with the masses. In '924 he wrote: 

The error of the Party has been to accord priority in an abstract 
fashion to the problem of party organization .... It was believed, and 
it is still believed, that the revolution depends solely on the existence 
of such an apparatus .... The Party has not been conceived as the 
result ofa dialectical process, in which the spontaneous movement or 
the revolutionary masses converges with the organizational and 
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directive will of the centre, but merely as something suspended in the 
air. which develops in itself and f(x its('lf~ and which the masses will 
join when the situation is propitious and the crest of the fn'oiutionary 
wave is at its peak, or else when th(~ party centre decides to initiate an 
ofTt'nsi\'c and stoops to the lc\'cl or the masses in order to stimulate 
them and lead them into action.so 

Clearly, his belief in the wisdom of the ordinary people never 
wholly deserted him, even in the years when he behaved like an 
orthodox Bolshevik. But his concern fbr mass involvement in 
the formulation of Party policy became much more pronounced 
after his imprisonment (although he never revived the conciliar 
vision), The theory of the revolutionary partv that emerges 
from the Quademi will now be examined in some detail, What 
follows can be taken as a critique not onlv of the Togliatti 
interpretation but also of the Manifesto group assertion that 
Gramsci, in his Notebooks, portrayed the Prince as the sale inter­
preter of social reality and truth, that his doctrine detached the 
party from its social base and obliterated the dialectic between 
the class and its organizational expression. 

Gramsci distinguishes 'three fundamental elements' in any 
historically significant, or (to use his terminology) 'historically 
necessary', political party. First, there is 'a diffuse element; 
cornposed of ordinary, average men. whose participation takes 
the form of discipline and loyaltv rather than creative spirit or 
sophisticated organizational ability' 81 Though Gramsci writes 
that 'every partv is only the nomenclature for a class', h<'makes 
a distinction between the social group a party represents and 
the party itself, which is the group's 'most advanced element', 82 

In one place, he insists that the revolutionary party must be an 
'organic fraction of the popular masses'-in other words, 'a 
vanguard, an eli te' .83 Bu t, assuming these words are to be taken 
seriously, Gramsci does not construe the notion of'vanguard' in 
strict Leninist terms, as excluding all but the most dedicated, 
self~conscious, and professional activists, For he says that the 
'ordinary, average' members are a force only 'in so far as there is 
someone to centralize, organize, and discipline them'. In the 
absence of this latter element, 'they would disperse into an 
impotent diaspora and render themselves null and void' 84 This 
brings us to the second element, the 'principle cohesive element', 
which 'makes effective and powerful a complex of forces which 
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left to themselves would count for little or nothing'. He gocs on) 
to say that this section of the party, 'is endowed with gTeat 
cohesive, centralizing, disciplinary and-indeed, this may be 
thr basis for the others-innovative powers:.85 It is the highest 
dernent, whose function is to create the ferment necessary to 
transform a social gronp into a 'political army organically 
predisposed'.86 Grarnsci underlines the need for imaginative 
leadership at the top levels when he asserts that 'in reality it is 
easier to fonn an army than to f()fm commanders. So much is 
this true that an already existing army is destroyed ifit loses its 
commanders while a united group of commanders, who are in 
agreement and have common aims, will not delay in forming an 
army even where none exists. '87 Gramsci also postulates the 
need for 'an intermediate element' in political panies, 'which 
articulates the first element with the second and maintains 
contact between them, a contact not only physical, but moral 
and intellectual' 88 

At this point, we should stress a major difference between 
Lenin)s organizational modd and that or Gramsci. A .. s noted 
above, Lenin's vision of the revolutionary vanguard comprised 
only a very small sector of the proletariat One can justifiably 
assume that Lenin's party would not have encompassed 
Gramsci's first dement. Still, comparisons here can be mis­
leading, as Gramsci did not intend to lay down rigid, universally 
applicable rules concerning the internal composition and 
organization of revolutionary parties, Flexibility is built into his 
theory and is brought into relief in his discussion and use of the 
'theorem of fixed proportions' 89 

Gramsci uses the theorem as a device to clarify his though, 
recourse to it 'has only a schematic and metaphoric value' for 
the study of human groups and organizations, It cannot, in his 
view, be applied mechanically to social reality, 'since in human 
communities the qualitative element (or that of the technical 
and intellectual capacity of the individual components) is pre­
dominant, and this cannot be measured mathematically' 90 A 
rough application, however, is revealing, and indicates that a 
party will become a durable political force, will exercise an 
'organic' function as an articulator of popular demands and 
aspirations, to the extent that it realizes a proportional equili­
brium of the 'three fundamental elements' that constitute it. 
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One commentator suggests that we can usefully translate 
Gramsci's application of the theorem to political parties into 
the image of a pyramid with three lewis, There is an optimal 
quantity of mass for each level, which is determined by the 
existing relationship among the three levels.91 Thus, 'each 
change in a single part necessitates a new equilibrium with the 
whole, .. .'.92 But, how are we to know when a 'proportional 
equilibrium' exists in social~ as opposed to geometric Of scientific, 
reality? Assuming, as Gramsci does, that social relationships 
are not quantifiable, only one answer is possible: such an 
equilibrium exists when the organization or community in 
question is operating at maximum effectiveness. But 'effective­
ness' is a criterion with little descriptive content. Moreover, 
there is a problem of circularity: 'equilibrium' is a precondition 
of 'effectiveness'; but the sole criterion for determining 'equili­
brium' is 'effectiveness'. It would seem, then, that usc of the 
theorem in this context is oflittle heuristic or operational value. 
Nevertheless, Gramsci's 'metaphoric' application of the theorem 
does drive one important point home. For be declares that 'each 
social group l class] has its own law of fixed proportions, which 
varies according to the level of culture, independence of mind, 
spirit of initiative, sense of responsibility, and degree of discipline 
of its most backvvard aI1d peripheral members' ,93 11'50, then one 
cannot specify the composition and structure of the party, or 
vanguard, that represents a class without taking account of the 
characteristics of that class, which are in turn conditioned by 
the social environment. What is controlling in Gramsci's argu­
ment is that the optimal size and internal organization of a 
political party must be determined in accordance with its sur­
rounding social context. Implicit here is the acceptance of even 
a small conspiratorial organization within certain limited con­
texts (though in such cases the party might not yet be 'organic', 
i.e. truly representative of the class it claims to embody). But in 
all cases, the party must have a 'monolithic character' in the 
sense that it must be based on fundamental values and concerns 
that unite the leadership and rank and file 94 

To sum up, Gramsci attempts to theorize an original, prag­
rna tic fusion between the social-democratic conception of a 
mass party, all-embracing but short on theoretical rigour, and 
Lenin's elitism, which endeavours to restrict membership to 
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those with a reasonably high level of , scientific' understanding. 
Another aspect of Gram sci's conception oftht revolutionary 

party which distinguishes it from Lenin's is his acceptance of 
the traditional social-democratic notion of the party as a state 
in miniature.95 The party anticipates, in its very being. the 
character of the collective future. (On this point Gramsci has 
travelled a great distance fi'orn the conciliar theory.) The party 
is more than an external political agent: it is less a force able to 
attain a result distinct from itse1fthan a germ of this result. But 
Gramsci believes this to be true of all 'organic' political parties; 
and, consequently, he does not conceive of parties purely as 
organizations directed towards political activity (in the narrow 
sense). A party is, instead, the complex of cultural, social, and 
political institutions that serve a particular class and world­
view. The following passag-e illustrates how Gramsci uses party 
in what might be considered a loose and idiosyncratic sense: 

One can observe that in the modern \\'orld, in many countries. the 
organic and fundamental parties, [or necessity of class struggle or for 
other reasons, have split into fractions, each of which assumes the 
name of 'party' and even of independent party. Often, therefc)re, the 
intellectual headquarters of the organic party belongs to none of these 
fractions and operates as ifit were a directive f()[ce of its own. above 
the parties, and sometimes is even believed to be so by the public. One 
can study this function with greater precision if one starts from the 
point of view that a newspaper (or a group of newspapers), a journal 
(or group of journals) are also 'parties' or 'fractions of a party' or 
'functions of a particular party'. Think of the function of The Times in 
England.. '96 

Elsewhere, in speaking of the liberal 'party' in Italy after 1876, 
he refers to the 'party as general ideology, superior to the 
various, more immediate groupings', among which he includes 
the Popular Party, nationalism, 'a great part of socialism', the 
democratic radicals, and the conservatives.97 This broad defini­
tion of party, as an ill-defined grouping of those with similar 
interests and a similar ideology, is not without significance for 
his conception of the revolutionary party and must guide our 
understanding of the latter. In other words, his remarks about 
the communist party must always be viewed in light of what he 
says about 'organic' parties in general. Definite consequences 
flow from this canon of interpretation. For, though some textual 
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evidence might be adduced to the contrary, we can reasonably 
start from the presumption that Gramsci does not, in his prison 
notebooks, visualize the revolutionary party as an organ (I) 
subject to tight, singleminded discipline, admitting of no 
opposition, and (2) geared solely to the over-arching goal of 
conquering power, Two points are being made here: the first 
concerns discipline and homogeneity; the second, purpose or 
function, I shall take up the second point first, 

If there was a fundamental change in Gramsci's political 
thought it consisted in his coming to adopt fully the Leninist 
belief that bourgeois ideology, in one form or another, 'spon­
taneously' imposes itself on the working class, simply hecause it 
has at its disposal immeasurably more methods of inculcation. 
While Lenin saw the solution to this problem in political agita­
tlon and propaganda, Gramsci conceived the solution in broad 
ethical and cultural terms, The revolutionary party should not 
merelv lead the masses into battle; it should also endeavour to 
cr:ate and instil in them an all-embracing working-class con­
SCIousness. The important distinction, then. lies in the greater 
emphasis in Gramsci on the party as a moral f(lrce; it imparts 
not simply watered-down theory and tactical directives, but 
social and cultural values as well. Laying exclusive stress un the 
political-military struggle and on the task of seizing power, 
Lenin always regarded cultural activity as ancillary to politics­
at least in the pre-revolutionary period. He envisaged the 
making of the new man qfter the revolution, whereas for 
Gramsci it was essentially a matter of making him beJore the 
revolution. This followed naturally from his insistence on build­
ing up a counter-hegemony of socialist ideas within tbe capitalist 
framework; the proletariat cannot make a revolution (in the 
West) until it has persuaded itself and the bulk of society at 
large that its vision of the universe is superior to that of the 
bourgeoisie. An underlying reason for Lenin's narrower con­
ception of the party's role is that he was, to a certain extent, 
locked in the premises of Second International Marxism. 
Although willing to grant that the dominant ideology could 
canalize mass behaviour, he never believed that it could 
penetrate to the very core of this behaviour, transforming the 
social unit into a more or less integrated whole. His conception 
of mass psychology was quite primitive. That capitalist social 
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relations automatically generated great class hostility was a 
proposition he never questioned and often upheld. The problem, 
to his mind, was one or raising perennial, pervasive, and un­
structured social rebellion to the level of socialist revolution; 
and f()r this enterprise strategic guidance and an injection of 
diluted Marxist theory would suffice. 

We come now to the question of homogeneity and discipline. 
When Gramsci states that the revolutionary party must be 
'monolothic',98 he understands this as monolithic only in the 
final anaLysis. Hard evidence for such an interpretation can be 
found in the chapter where he discusses what he means by 
democratic centralism, which he considers the proper solution 
to the problem of the relationship between leaders and mass 
membership. Democratic centralism must be: 

... a 'centralism' in rnovem('nt, so to speak: that is, a continua! 
adapt.ation of the organization to t.he real movcme.nL a ?lenri~ng o{: 
thrusts from below \vith orders from above, a contmual mscrt.lOn of 
elements flowing from the depths of the rank and file into the solid 
framework of the leadership apparatus, which ensures continuity and 
the regular accumulation of experience. Democratic centralism ~s 
'organic' because it takes account of the movement, of the O:g.at?l,C 
manner in vvhich historv reveals itse!(~ and does not ngldlfy 
r~echanically into bureauc~acy: and because at the same tim(' it takes 
account of that which is relatively stable and permanent. '99 

Gramsci wishes to extend the sort of relationship Lenin con­
sidered appropriate only within a small elite (and then only 
under certain conditions) to the entire movement. Indulging 
his fondness for apparently inappropriate analogies, Gramsci 
employs (within the space ofa single paragraph) the images of 
both an organism and an orchestra to highlight the need for the 
active, direct participation of all members of the movement. 
'even if this creates an appearance of tumult and disintegra­
tion l

• A collective consciousness, he holds, 'is a living organism. 
1 t does not form until multiplicity is unified through the friction 
of individual atoms ... an orchestra in rehearsal, every instru­
ment rendering its own account, gives the most horrific impres­
sion of cacophony; and yet those experiments are the conditions 
of the orchestra living like one "instrument". '100 To ignore 
these ~onsiderations is to risk the development of 'fetishism' 
where the party becomes 'a phantasmagoric entity ... a species 
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of autonomous divinity' .101 In such a situation, democratic 
centralism has given way to its degenerate form-'bureaucratic 
centralism', where the leaders have turned into 'a narrow clique 
which tends to perpetuate its selfish privileges by controlling or 
even by prohibiting the birth of oppositional forces' .'02 Thus, 
the party becomes ipso facto 'regressive, ... a police organ', 
which does not deserve the appellation of political party'03 

Was Gramsci referring to the USSR? To be sure, he does not 
mention Stalin in this context and casts his argument in a very 
general form. Still, there is one passage which indicates that he 
had Soviet Communism in mind. Noting that all ruling parties 
use force to protect the established order, he distinguishes 
between 'regressive' and 'progressive' exercises of this repres­
sive function: 

It is progressive when it tends to keep dispossessed reactionary forces 
within the bounds of legality and to raise the backward masses to the 
level of the new legality. It is regressive when it tends to restrain the 
living forces of history and to maintain an outdated, anti-historical 
legality that has become an empty shell,104 

The reference to 'dispossessed reactionary forces' gives the 
game away, Gramsci's tolerance towards 'oppositional forces' 
stands in marked contrast to the views he expressed in the 
1924-6 period, when he denounced factions as 'incompatihle 
WIth the essence of the proletarian party' and even proposed the 
snppression of 'those who weaken the compactness of the 
party'105 We can only speculate about the reasons for his 
change of heart, but despair over Stalin's brutal way with 'the 
hVIng forces of history' was, one surmises, prominent among 
them. 

Other Marxist thinkers, like Luxemburg and Trotsky, had 
artlculated a fear of bureaucracy in the revolutionary party, but 
Gramsci was the first to confront bureaucracy as a universal 
problem. In a manner similar to that of Micheis, he perceived 
that bureaucracy has a natural tendency to rigidify, to become 
preoccupied with its own maintenance, and to impede the 
development of dynamic energies from below. He declares that 
'one of the most important questions regarding the political 
party' is 'the capacity of the party to react against the spirit of 
custom, against the tendency to become mummified and 
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~l?:achronistic', Continuing this line of argument, he refers to 
bur'c'aucracy as 'the most dangerous hidebound and conserva­
tive force; if it ends up by constituting a compact body, which 
stands on its own and feels itself independent of the mass 
membership, the party becomes anachronistic, and in moments 
of acute crisis, it is emptied of its social content and ren1ains as 
though suspended in mid-air'. The chief danger Gramsci has in 
mind is that of Right-wing mobilization 01' mass discontent 
during periods of economic crisis, In this connection) he 
mentions the impotence of German liberal and socialist parties 
in the face ofNazism,106 but his words also apply, we can safey 
assume, to the rise of Italian Fascisrrl. 

C;ramsci's aversion to 'bureaucratic centralism' did not of 
course lead him to deny or diminish the centralist component of' 
democratic centralism, He simply wanted to make certain that 
his organizational principle remained (an elastic f()rmula 
, , " which comes alive in so f~H as it is interpret.ed and con­
tinually adapted to necessity'. The practical application of 
Marxist theory must be 'experimental, and not the result of a 
rationalistic, deductive, abstract process-that is, one proper to 
pure intellectuals (or pure donkeys)' 107 The party must strive 
towards unitv, but this demands vigour, which in turn requires 
mass particiI)ation, a free and open confrontation of ideas, a 
constant process of critical research and political invention, and 
an appreciation of the complexity of difl(,rent political situa­
tions. Democratic centralism must be liberated from the 
mechanical and schematic application of abstract formulae. 

This openness to initiatives originating in the mass move­
ment, this hostility to the imposition of timeless recipes, is 
remindful not of Lenin (the man who invented democratic 
centralism but gave it such a narrow reference) but of Marx. 
Lenin's ideas may have varied with circumstar,lces) but from 
1902 onwards, his conception of the party, as revealed in both his 
writings and his practice, displayed a certain consistency and 
eventually became the unchallenged model for International 
Bolshevism. According to this model (which, it must be under­
lined, does not square with all of Lenin's published statements), 
the revolutionary elite alone embodies the auto-negation of the 
proletariat, the transcendence of its immediacy. This dite alone 
has deciphered history's true meaning. Taking their cue 
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(ironically) from Kautsky, Lenin and his followers reduced 
rC'v(~lutionary consciousness to the science of an o~jectified 
reahty. produced exclusivelv on the intellectual level. Because 
of its profound scientific knowledge, the Marxist vanguard 
represents the authentic proletarian world-view, irrespective of 
what the real, empirical proletariat may think. Indeed. their 
actual consciousness appears as an imr;edimenL a primitive 
state to be overcome, and never as a Source of theoretical 
reflection. ! n its O~l~liscience, the revolutionary priesthood has 
the duty of galvanrzll1g the working class, fi,II of discontent but 
ideologically unreliable, into action. Lenin's notorious COll­

terr:p~ fCJf mass (?rganization was the logical consequence of his 
belref that the alms and interests of the proletariat could (and 
must) be determIned vvIthout that class having a say in the 
matter. The political arm of the proletariat was to be a :bureau­
c~at~(" ,structure, ,\bu~lt fro,m the top downwards' ,108 a tightly 
dlsCIplIned organIzatIOn of professional revolutionaries, who--
by virtue of their scientific expertise-would impart form to the 
f?rmless masses. The partv, in sum, was depicted as an exclu­
s~~e sect, ste,eied by doctrinal certitude, distant from, ~nd effec-\ 
tIVeI!, rndlflcrent to. the everyday Iric of the masses. For Marx, 
on ttl~~ contrary, revolutionary science was not autonomous) 
conceIved an? defined independently of class praxis; it was not 
knowledge of an objectified world, purified of all subjectivity 
and separated from bIstoncal development. Marx, as we have 
s,een, maintai?ed no sharp opposition between the party, as the 
formulator of. revolutionary consciousness, on the one hand, 
and the workrng class on the other. The truth the party repre­
s:nts and elaborates must be developed in dialectical connec­
tron WIth the Irfe of the class and permanentlvsubject to change 
and refc)rmulation. . . 

Similarly with Gramsci, the revolutionary intellectual, in 
relatIon to the proletariat, does not so much illuminate the path 
to revolutIon WIth the Irght of science as perform a mediating 
role betwem the SOCIal ImmedIacy of the proletariat and scien­
tlfic culture 111 the broadest sense. Practice must be seen as 
exercising an influence on theory, by posing new problems and 
b!, brrng~ng mto question some of the propositions of the theory. 
underlymg all hIS work Was a desire to avoid the arid extremes 
of both elitism and 'spontaneism'. He attached great impor-
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tanct to a close relationship between the mass and the revolu­
tionary elite. to a 'unity between spontaneity and conscious 
direction' .109 The relationship between the 'intellectual strata 
and the popular masses' nlust be analogous to that between 
theory and practice.110 The activity of the party is to be cease­
lessly confronted with the experience of the workers. Marxist 
doctrine must be fused \-\lith the actual content of working 
people's consciousness. Ways must be f()und of reaching the 
masses in terms of their ideas. their aspirat.ions. their reality. The 
desired result is 'a reciprocal relationship' in which 'every 
teacher is always a pupil and every pupil a teacher'."I While 
revolutionary consciousness, f()r Gramsci, is not sonlething in­
herent in proletarian experience, neither is it something that is 
simply injecTed into the masses from without; rather: it is t.o be, 
in large tncasurc, mobilized from 'within', by drawing upon and 
shaping the spontaneous inlpulses) insights, and energies of the 
masses themselves. Tbough the party may be a vanguard which 
expresses the development towards universality, it. is not the 
possessor of scientific truth established ab initio and simply 
applied in various ways to different hist.orical situations; it 
represents instead th<:' mechanism t()r elaborating a type of 
truth which is continuously subject to self-criticisrrL The party's 
educative role is seen as concrete development not as the 
authoritarian imposition of an a priori schema, of a doctrinaire 
truth established in principle and valid for all time. There is no 
possibility of any pre-fixed conception independent of political 
struggle. The party theoreticians must' "translate" into theo­
retical language the elements of historical life. It is not reality 
which should be expected to conform to the abstract schema.' 112 

This is what Gramsci termed the historicity of Marxism. In 
his CLuaderni, Gramsci uses Labriola's phra;e 'philosophy of 
praxis' to characterize Marxism, not simply because of a 
prudent fear of prison censorship (in other passages he uses the 
much more compromising, 'hist.orical materialism'); but 
because he conceives of Marxism as a conception founded on 
praxis, and it is in practice t.hat its very assumptions are vali­
dated: 
Mass adhesion or non-adhesion to an ideology is the real critical test 
of the rationality and historicity of modes of thought. Arbitrary 
constructions are more or less rapidly eliminated by historical com-
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petition, ('ven if sometimes. through a combination of immediately 
{;,\VOlHabk circumstances. they succeed in eI~joying a ceftain popu­
larity; whereas constructions which correspond to (he needs of a 
complex and organic historical period, always impose themselves and 
prevail ill the end ... 113 

The link between Gramsci's political thought and his basic 
philosophical doctrines is here evident. 'Objective always 
means "humanly objective", which corresponds exactly to ... 
d universal subjective'" ,114 It is meaningless. in his opinion: to 
speculate about an 'external', 'oqjective' reality (be it transcen­
dental or mechanical) whose truth is a matter independent of 
whether it js known or believed. Practice, then, is the onlv basis 
ielr moral and political evaluation. The proof of a b;ldy of 
thought lies in its becoming historically effective. Historically 
'rational' or 'necessary' or 'real'115 ideologies, or conceptions of 
the world, are theoretical ()rmlJiations capable of penetrating 
deeply into men's practical lives. and hence of animating and 
inspiring an entire hist6rical epoch, by providing men with 
rules of practical conduct. Gramsci opposes such ideologies to 
'arbitrary' constructions by maintaining that the fbrmer 'have a 
validity which is "psychological"; they organize human masses, 
and form the terrain on which men move, acquire conscious­
ness oellieir position. struggle, el('.'116 He continually refers to 
Marx '5 TheseJ on feurbach to docurnent the necessity of a unity 
between theory and practice, which for him carries the implica­
tion that concepts and ideas have value only in so far as they are 
concretized. The validity of a political or ethical statement is, on 
this view, inseparable from, though not identifiable with, its 
communicative power: an assertion which convinces noone has 
no value. 117 NIarxism's 'scientific' validity, argued Gramsci, 
consists in the historical funct.ions it performs, not in its sup­
posed capacity to discover the 'objective', 'extra-human' laws of 
history. This, he believed, was a salutary point to make in an era 
when the 'philosophy of praxis', due to the outpourings of 
people like Bukharin, had become 'a dogmatic system of eternal 
and absolute truths' 118 

vVithin the Marxist framework, Gramsci's position was 
indeed quite radicaL The philosophy of praxis, according to 
him, was not a scientific world-view in the sense in which 
Marxists employed the term, i.e. a world-view that reflected 
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realit.y as it was, regardless of whether we knevv it or not. It has 
been rightly said that GTalTISci goes well beyond !vlarx in his 
rclativization of historical rnaterialism itself Marx, it is true, 
did not picture the doctrine as an autonomollS science. sn:(Tcd 
from the real activity o[the masses, .At the same time, he never 
doubted that the general validity of his theory was aflirmed by 
scientific analvsis of historical development. not by popular 
consent. Indeed, the possibility of mass rejection did not flgure 
at all in Marx's optimistic perspective. Thus, he was able to 
ignore the relativistic implications of his second Thesis on 
Feurbach: 

The question whr-ther human thinking can pretend to o~jectin:" truth 
is not a theoretical but a practical question. Man must prove the truth, 
i.e. the reality and pen·ver, the 'this-sidedrws.s' of his thinking. in 
practice. II: 
Operating within difIerent political circumstances, Gramsci 
was ITlOved to raise this observation to a justification fiX 
'absolute historicism; the absolute terrestrialness of thought', 120 

which entails the claim that no theoretical system enjovs abso­
lute, eternal validity. All, including Marxism, must be con­
tinuaJly submitted to-the test. of emerging socio-historical con­
ditions. Against those Marxists who longed for a world offixed 
categories, a world freed from doubt, he insisted on a healthv 
scepticism: the philosophy of praxis, he contended, must enter­
tain the possibility that it will be superseded or else lail to prove 
its 'rationality'. 

()ne wonders how Gramsci could square his conception of 
socio-political truth with his professed faith in natural science. 
For a belief or doctrine which enjoys mass acceptance and 
meets certain psychological needs may none the less embody 
claims about the universe which arc, hum a scientific point of 
view, patently false. What concerns us here, however, is not the 
worth of his epistemological standpoint but its political implica­
tions. As I hope I have demonstrated, GTamsci~s insistence on a 
'reciprocal relationship' between mass and elite, his rejection of 
any notion of an omniscient vanguard, had solid philosophical 
foundations. To reiterate, he favours the formation of a revolu­
tionary vanguard but it must be linked 'organically' to the 
popular masses if it is not to degenerate into a pseudo-
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aristocracy. How is this 'reciprocal relationship' or 'organic 
link' to be eflt'cted in practice? Gramsci never dealt with this 
problem consecutively or at length, but he did provide scattered, 
lamentably underdeveloped, indications, In his years as a PCI 
activist, he advocated a revised version of the councils. now no 
loncrcr autonomous from tht." partv, as one means of cementing 

h ' 

such ;1 relationship. Though he scarcely mentioned factory 
councils in his notebooks, he did make a favourable rdtTCncc to 
the old Ordine Nuovo group's attitude towards spontaneity, thus­
suggesting tbat he still believed the councils could serve a 
positive, if su bordinate, function,121 He also addressed himself, 
in the (}yaderni, to tbe possibilities of socialist publications, 
which could provide not only an alternative means of socia liz a­
tion but also a forum f()[ the exchange of opinions and the airing 
of mass grievances.122 But perhaps most important in pro­
ducing a dialectical unity between mass and elite is the role of 
the 'organic' intellectuals, It is the party intellectuals who anse 
out of the proletariat, who are connected to it by familial and 
institutional attachments, who express its way oflife-it is these 
individuals who will keep the party in touch with its roots '23 Of 
course. the new-t.ype intellect.ual must not be a mere brain­
worker. Rather he should concern himself with 'active involve­
ment in practical life, as constructor, organizer, permanent 
persuader, , ,'124 If the aim of Marxism 'is a philosophy which 
is also politics and a politics which is also philosophy', 125 then 
the organic intellectuals of the proletariat are truly the 
harbingers of the noble future, 

All in all, while the party is to be a disciplined, semi-elite and 
hierarchical organization (or system of organizations), it con­
stantly strives to enlist mass support and activity and to solicit 
initiatives from below, We may conclude, with Davidson, that 
the 'displacement of the problem of revolution in the West from 
the party (theory) and the masses (practice) to the relations 
and links between them is what constitutes Gramsci's novelty 
, , ,"26_at least with respect to his theory of the party, We 
might also note how this theory blends together insights from 
various sources. Croce's wish for cultural renewal is combined 
with Machiavelli's fascination for 'the political'; Sorel's theory 
of spontaneous proletarian morality with Lenin's practice of 
disciplined party leadership, 

CHAPTER 5 

Proletarian Hegemony and the 
Question of Authoritarianism 

'The truth must always be respected, whatever 
consequence it may bring,' 

Gramsci. 'La conferenza e 1a \'crit<t, 
.,banli/, 19 February !916 

L Hegemony and Party Dictatorship: the PCl Line 

1FT H E analysis in the f{)reguing chapter is essentially correct, 
if the theory of the revolutionary party implicit in Gramsci's 
Quaderni points to structures and proct'dures more democratic 
than thost' of tht Leninist model, then it is reasonable to argue 
that Grarnsci \vas aiming at an alternative path to the com­
munist hIture, one avoiding lhe police-stale meiluxis generally 
associated with the phrase, 'dictatorship of the proletariat', a 
phrase absent from his prison vocabulary,l This line of argu­
ment. seems especially persuasive when we consider the logic of 
his concept ofhegeITIony, which cautions that rcvolution in the 
West must be preceded by a radical transforma,t.ion in mass 
consciousness. Whatever its merits, however, such an interpre­
tation of Granlsci's enterprisf' has not enjoyed universal 
acceptance: indeed, it has been common to view his doctrine of 
the party (and the theory of hegemony of which it is part and 
parcel) as strictly Leninist or even Stalinist, We have already 
noted that the orthodox PCl line, particularly during To,gliatti's 
lifetime, has been to identify Gramsci with Lenin. What this has 
usually amounted to has been a purchase of revolutionary 
legitin1ation at the price of submerging Gramsci's originality. 
There is a historical dimension worth looking at here, The Party 
(not to mention Togliatti's reputation) acquired in the course of 
its development a vested interest in its Leninist heritage, t.he 
reinforcement of which required the enlistment or Gramsci's 
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enormous prestige. Especially before the war, the Party's and 
Togliatti's futures depended upon the maintenance of strong 
tit'S with h-loscow, and historical accuracy often suffered as a 
resnlt. For instance, in the lengthy and rather mawkish 
appreciation which Togliatti wrote in the Party's journal 
following the death of Gramsci, he was concerned to stress the 
profound influence exerted on Gramsci's thinking by that of 
Stalin 2 After the war, with the emergence of the Party's novel 
. ria Italiana' strategy, such gross distortion could be avoided, 
and it became possible (if not necessary) to depieit Gramsci, 
more realistically, as a thinker and politician national in his 
inspiration and orientation. as the author of a 'new perspective 
of development, of redemption, and of resurrection for Italy'.' 
But the old identifications, while modified, could not easily be 
thrown overboard and still served a crucial legitimizing fimc­
tion. I ndeed, the need for the Party constantly to reaflirm its 
Leninist bearing became perhaps even more pressing as it' 
consorted with heresy in its pursuit of national and parliamen­
tary policies. 

In order-it could be argued-to divert attention from this 
manifest incompatibility between Party theory and practice, 
Togliatti resolutely suppressed Gramsci's intimations of an 
alternative mode' of communism and construed 'hegemony' as a 
mere adjunct to the dictatorship of the proletariat: 'Is there for 
Gramsci a difference ... between the terms hegemony and 
dictatorship' There is a difIerence but not one of substance.' 
For Togliatti's Gramsci, every state is a dictatorship and every 
dictatorship presupposes a minimal consensual element4 The 
prison notebooks, it would seem, tell us nothing that would 
disturb Lenin's present angle of repose. In an earlier piece, 
another Party writer confronted the obvious and awkward fact 
that the Quaderni repeatedly accentuate tbe moment of consent, 
but he attributed it, in cavalier fashion, to 'a series of practical 
reasons, not least among which was the necessity of coming to 
terms with prison censorship, .. ,',5 

As the Italian Communists have moved towards their 'his­
toric compromise' with the forces of Catholicism and liberal 
capitalism, the Soviet connection has become sometbing of a 
liability. This factor, along with Togliatti's death, has made 
possible a more 'democratic' interpretation ofGran1sci. To take 
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one example. Alessandro Natta, writing. in the pel's chief 
cultural journal in 1971. declared that Gramsci went well 
beyond Lenin, that 'the formula of war of position not only 
sig-nals a different timing. but a different strategic terrain. a 
difIerent vision of the revolution 1

• It is not simply a matter of 
varying or correcting the Bolshevik model to suit new circum­
stances, fi)r this would ignore the 'historicity' of socialist 
strategy, Hegernony thus becomes, according to Natta, the 
'capacity and will ()r democratic direction and national "mitv' ,6 

By adopting an historicist analysis of our ovvn, and relating 
Communist theoretical positions to concrete and changing 
political imperatives, we could easilv dismiss tbe 'hard line 
Bolshevik) portrait of Gramsci as transparent mystification, of 
little interest to serious scbolarship. But the prominence enjoyed 
by this or similar interpretations in the exegetical literature 
produced by opponents of the PCI precludes any such dismissal. 

II. Gramsci as Stalinist Totalitarian 

It is worth stressing that, when PCI theoreticians minimized 
the consensual, dcmocratic element in Gramsci's thought. they 
did not intend this as a condemnation-far from it. Others who 
concentrate on the 'authoritarian' side of Gramsci are not so 
complimentary: in (act, some accuse him of advocating a 
totalitarianism so extreme that it would shame even his Fascist 
tormentors. Rougbly, those wbo represent Gramsci as. basically, 
a 'Stalinist' tend to fall into two categories: (1) Trotskyists, 
Bordiga revivalists, worker control enthusiasts and other theo­
reticians associated witb the far (beyond the pel) Left; and (2) 
social democrats, liberals, and humanists of many varieties, 
who, despite their obvious diflerences, are united by their 
common spatial positioning to the right of the Communist 
Party on the ideological continuum. 

The ultra-Left critics cluster around a number of theoretical­
cum-polemical organs, including II Manifesto, Giovane critica, 
Quaderni piacentini, Nuovo impegno, and Rivista storica del socialismo. 
If it is appropriate to venture a generalization about how 
this heterogeneous collection of disaffected intellectuals view 
Gramsci, we can say that they have been mainly concerned to 
attack his alleged 'idealism' and ~revisionism', not his 'Stalin­
ism' -though tbe latter form of criticism is often implicit and 
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sometimes quite explicit. In particular, the Manifesto g-roup, a 
probable exception to our generalization, was preoccupied with 
the notion that Gramsci 'betraved' the worker movernent by 
substituting fC)T his youthful infatuation with factory councils an 
authoritarian conception of party rule. But perhaps the most 
memorable and well-known 'Left' assault on Gramsci's so­
called 'authoritarianism' was levelled by Stefano Merli in an 
influential article in Ginvane critica. Merli, \-vho can be viewed as 
a typical 'Left' critic situates Gramsci unequivocally' within the 
Stalinist framework, claiming- to find in the Sardinian thinker 
a bureaucratic conception of power-an exaltation of party 
leaders and an undervaluation of the class, a denial of its 
'personality as an aggregate colhx'tive l

. Gramsci. continues 
Merli, was 'the translator. the {(lUnder in Italy, of Boisheviza­
tion) the instrument and anirnating impulse of the gigantic and 
international Stalinist operation l

. Moreover, Gramsci's re­
current condemnations of bureaucratic centralism were merely 
formal, an external f"sade of democracy, peripheral to his real 
intentions. All appearances to the contrary, then; Gramsci was 
guilty, in both word and deed, of 'bureaucratic-authoritarian 
Flaternalism', of subordinating- the class to the whims of the 
party chieftains? , 

I t is hard to take seriously an argurnent which rejects 
C;ramsci's very words as irrelevant to a proper understanding of 
his thought, Certainly Merli's interpretation would seem to be 
contradicted, or at least substantiallv weakened, by the evi­
dence marshalled in the previous chal;ter, One can only repeat 
what. Gramsci actually said: that bureaucratic centralism is a 
pathological conditio~ which must be counterposed to demo­
cratic (i,e, healthy) centralism, the free and, to some extent, 
spontaneous fornlation of a collective consciousness. I n his 
Quaderni, Gramsci sets himself against any attempt to stifle or 
control oppositional forces within the movement; and it has 
often been claimed, with justification, that these remarks con­
stituted a veiled criticism of the existing form of Soviet party, 
Why, then, has Merli (and those of like mind) so arbitrarily 
consigned Gramsci to the Stalinist dung-hill? The answer to 
this question certainly lies in his opposition, during his spell as 
PCI leader, to Bordiga and the ultra-Left in generaL This 
hardly disposes of the matter, however, since Gramsci's 'Right' 
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critics are not exactly distinguished by an uncritical enthusiasm 
for Bordiga or Trotsky, Though starting from different assump­
tions and proceeding- along different logical paths, these com­
mentators arrive at conclusions remarkably' similar to those of 
the extra-parliamentary Left, , 

Those who censure Gramsci from the Right make a number 
of characteristic claims, which can be summarized as follows: 

(I) Gramsci's thought is rent by an internal contradiction, by 
the conflict between his explicit recognition of the need for 
liberty and a 'totalitarian' element, impreg-nated with Stalinism, 
of party tutelag-e and censorship, As Aldo Garosci puts it in his 
widely read essay, 'Totalitarismo e storicismo nel pensiero di 
Antonio Gramsci', 'the tenor of[Gramsci's] philosophy and of 
his political prog-ramme has, , , a dual character: totalitarian­
tyrannical and liberal'S Hegemony, his central idea, is thus 
Janus-faced: on the one hand it requires autonomy of thought 
and expression, and on the other it subordinates all liberty to 
party diktat,9 

(2) The tension between the two irreconcilable strands in 
Gramsci's thoug-ht ultimately resolves itself in favour of 
totalitarianism: in Grarn~ci's jargon, the mOlTient offorce- comes 
to take precedence over the moment of consent, To quote 
Garosci again: 'In reality ... the "hegemonic" moment is 
achieved, , ,in the creation ofa massive hierarchy: In the final 
analysis, hegemony represents an 'element truly illiberal and 
theological' in Gramsci's thought, implying a closed society 
where intellectual, social, and political forces must submit to 
iron organization. lo The 'nucleus of Gramsci's ideals' is, in a 
word, 'totalitarianism'.11 Another respected commentator, 
Buzzi, is even more emphatic. In his eyes, Gramsci's ideas 
culminate in a justification for 'absolutism' and 'arbitrary 
totalitarianism',12 Turning to the literature in English, we find 
equally harsh judgements, While recognizing the ambig-uities 
in Gramsci's thinking, Lichtheim asserts that, ultimately, the 
great martyr of I talian Communism 'went on to develop a 
doctrine more totalitarian than that of his gaolers, , ,';13 and in 
much the same key, H, Stuart Hughes downgrades hegemony 
to a 'euphemism, , , a totalitarian thought, , ,clothed in liberal 
guise' .14 
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(3) The root of Gramsci's totalitarianism, the fatal flaw in his 
conception) lies in his entrusting the creation of the new society 
to an 'enlightened' dite, in his apotheosis of the party as the 
'infallible head' of the worker movement, 15 On this view, 
hegemonv, which purports to synthesize liberty and authority, 
becomes 'a weapon in the hands of the party-State, which 
desires to "mould" the masses to an ideology .. , . Since the 
subordinate social class is the carrier of universal truth, its 
hegemony, visible in the party-State, will thus always be incon­
testable, thereby justifving authoritarianism and totalitarian­
ism, , . , In a conflict between authority and liberty, it is always 
authority, the party, that decides. , , ,'16 RodoW) Mondolfo, 
Gramsci's most prominent socialist critic, puts the point 
succinctly: 'To place the "Prince" on the throne of popular 
veneration can only lead to totalitarianism,'l7 What finally 
emf~rges from Gramsci's prison notes on politics, the argument 
runs, is one overpowering and uncomfortable fact: the indi­
vidual is nothing and the party everything. The constructive 
vvill, whose need Gramsci so passionately ft~els and affirms, is 
that ofa resolute minority, aJacobin/Bolshevik elite, not that of 
the proletariat. Confident of its rectitude and inspired by its 
mission, the party develops into the 'absolute historical subject 
excluding ail rivalry', and consequently 'nullifies the autonomy 
of individuals', 18 Gramsci's noblest sentiments succumb,to the 
fundamental incompatihility between his avowed goal (social­
ism and the full development of individuality) and the means he 
elaborates for attaining that goal (the Modern Prince), Like 
Rousseau and Marx before him, this sincere preacher of human 
liberation is transmuted, by the uncompromising passion of his 
millenarian dream, into an exemplar of the totalitarian abyss. 

Unlike their opposite numbers on the political spectrum, 
Gramsci's 'Right' critics generally have the merit of buttressing 
their arguments with textual evidence, Such testimony is not 
difficult to find, Scattered about Gramsci's Quademi are 
passages which lend themselves to a 'totalitarian' interpreta­
tion, Gramsci himself was fond of pointing out that his own 
vision of the future was 'totalitarian' (though the meaning he 
ascribed to this term is rather unusual, as we shall sec below), 
Gramsci's aim, it will be recalled, was the perfect unification of 
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theory and practice, the elimination of social and intellectual 
disharmonies and contradictions-the creation of an 'integral 
hegemony' of the highest order, The part)', as the supreme 
agency of integration, the concrete embodiment of the unity of 
theory and practice, must impose order on a latently, and 
sometimes manifestly, chaotic situation. As such, its politics 
must be 'totalitarian' and seek: 

(I) to ensure that the members ... find in [it) all the satisfactions that 
they pre\'iously found in a multiplicity of organizations; that is, to 
break all the ties that link these members to external cultural organ­
isms; (2) to destroy all the other organizations, or to incorporate them 
in a systrm of which the party is the sole regulator.19 

The party must be a 'religion', the focus of an 'absolute 
laicism'.20 In discussing criteria for the new filOrality, Gramsci 
proclaims, in almost lyrical tones, that 'any given act is [to be J 
conceived as useful or as harmful, as virtuous or as wicked, only 
in so faf as it has as its point of rd<:>fcnce the !\Iodern Prince 
itself; and helps to strengthen or oppose iL In men's consciences 
the Prince takes the place of the divinity or the categorical 
imperative, , " 21 'I'hat is to say, the party becomes the ultimate 
referent of existence: all aspects of life, every lTianner of en­
deavour, must defer to its wilL Moreover, he hopes to see 'a new 
conformism', which 'will permit new possibilities for self­
discipline, that is, freedom, , .'22 Liberty, Gramsci believed, 
does not primarily entail the availabilitv of choice or the exis­
tence of an inviolate 'private space'; m~n are truly free when 
they act rationally, unencumbered by the bourgeois veil of 
ignorance and illusion, and when their ends fit into a har­
monious, universal pattern. 23 Accordingly, when he discusses 
cultural freedom in the new society, he allows 'that individual 
initiatives might be disciplined and ordered in such a way that 
they must pass through the sieve of academies or cultural insti­
tutes of various kinds and only become public after having 
undergone a process ofselection',24 Mondollo correctly observes 
that Gramsci here seems to be justifying preventive censure-­
preliminary elimination of ideas uncongenial to the party25 

And then there are the elitist implications of his oft-quoted 
remark that 'in the masses ' , , philosophy must be lived as 
faith?6 If so, say Gramsci's opponents, how can ordinary 
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people ever become the subject of history? Are thev not con­
demned to remain the object of an intellectual priesthood 
ordained to formulate their needs?27 This image of elitism and 
condescension is reinforced hy an observation Gramsci makes 
on the following page, when discussing methods for changing 
public opinion: ' ... repetition is the best didactic means {(lr 
working on the popular mentality'. Is this mentality, it may be 
asked, the raw material fc)r 'a superior ... jClrm of modern 
civilization,?28 Neither is Gramsci's brief essay on 'State 
Worship' likely to reassure his critics. 'For some social groups', 
he writes, 'which before their ascent to autonomous state life 
have not had a long period of independent cultural and moral 
developIT1ent ... OJ a period of state worship is necessary and 
indeed advisable.'29 

II L Criticism 

It is my intention in what follows to defend a 'democratic' 
interpretation of Gramsci; but, at the Qutset, I must concede 
that he was no liberal-certainly not in the twentieth-century 
sense (though I think it can be shown that he shared certain 
liberal attitudes). To judge the rightness of acts on strict utili­
tarian criteria, to elevate an institution, and the collective, 
above the individual, to equate freedom with self-discipline, to 
wish to negate the multiplicity of social groupings and institu­
tions by harnessing them to a common purpose-all this is to 
depart from conventional liberalism in the most fundamental 
way. But, as I shall argue, the alternative to liberalism is not 
necessarily authoritarianism. 

By way of preliminaries, certain misconceptions and 
methodological weaknesses underlying the 'Stalinist' interpre­
tation of Gramsci should be exposed. The first relates to 
Gramsci's often misleading terminology, one example of which 
merits our attention here. Let us look at his employment of the 
word 'totalitarian'. While Gramsci does indeed call his doctrine 
'totalitarian', he does not use this adjective in the now accepted 
sense, which conjures up images of systematic repression--of 
absolutism and despotism, fanatical statism and popular de­
gradation. For Gramsci, totalitarianism is more a matter of 
cultural unity than of political organization: a world-view, is 
totalitarian if it is comprehensive, that is, capable of affecting 
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and integrating an 'entire society down to its deepest roots",30 

Every philosophy (or ideology) is totalitarian in so far as it 
endeavours to provide an account, however disjointed and 
open-ended, or all reality. Using the term in this way, Gramsci 
views liberalism as totalitarian, felr it has brought an intel­
lectual and moral revolution to fruition and permeated all 
elements of life in Western society. Often, when he speaks of 
totalitarianism, he apparentlv thinks he is merely registering an 
inescapable reality of the highly integrated modern world 
ushered in bv the bourgeoisie 3 ! 

However, Gramsci also uses 'totaliarianism) in ways which 
clearly distinguish it from !iberalism~ inasmuch as he conceives 
it not simply as a philosophical/cultural concept. but also as 
an institutional fact (denoting- a system in 'which particularistic 
fornls of organization disappear or are openly absorbed into one 
movement) and as a psychological fa.ct (a single-minded. self­
less devotion to the construction of a new way oflife, immersion 
in the realm of the political. a complete assi~ilation of socialist 
ideas and behaviour). Such notions may be unsettling and 
dangerous, but in themselves they neither necessitate nor justify 
arbitrary despotism. It might be objected, with some plausi­
bility" that a frf>:e socif>:ty cannot impose a common purpose 
without degenerating into authoritarianism. But, while this 
may stand as an empirical likelihood it is hardly a lo,,;ical 
entailment. We must take care to distin~uish between a theory 
or an idea that is authoritarian in prinCIple and one that is liable 
to authoritarian abuse in practice. Put another way, it is both 
fallacious and unhistorical to substitute for an author's thought 
the consequences that may be non-logically deduced from it 32 

Studies of Rousseau, Hegel, and Marx have in the past suflered 
from this fallacy, and there is no denying that it helps to nourish 
the 'Stalinist' interpretation of Gram sci. Still. it might further 
be objected that the desire to fit all social life into a single 
purpose is indeed absolutist in principle. Whether or not this is 
the case, I believe, depends on the precise nature of the common 
purpose. Gramsci's critics do not seem to understand that a 
call for social unity and discipline need not be construed as a 
demand for regimentation and suppression of all diversity. 
And, as I hope to show clearly in a moment, the proletarian 
hegemony which fired Gramsci's imagination was open, ex-
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pansive~ and critical. He perceived a connection between 
totalitarianism and despotism but thouRht it only contingent;33 
on the other hand, totalitarianism was, in his eyes, necessarily 
linked with (in fact a prerequisite of) genuine consent and 
self~autonomy, which could only be achieved when the hurden 
of past cultures was shaken off and a true collective unity took 
root. In conclusion, then, a favourable disposition towards 
totalitarianistn, on Grarnsci's usage, by no means entails or 
implies approval of Stalinist or fascist methods. 

I n reflecting on Gramsci' s sometimes singular lise oflanguage, 
one is reminded of a comment by Rousseau-whose intensely 
personal style also got him into trouble with his readers-in a 
letter to Madame d'Epinay: 'Learn my vocahulary better, my 
good friend, if you would have us understand each other. 
Believe me my tenns rarely have the common meaning; 
.. . '34 All major political thinkers, in varying degrees, push 
against the boundaries of existing linguistic material: they 
attempt to stretch language to express new ideas. Speaking 
more generally, in none of the protean concepts used in political 
discourse does an unambiguous meaning simply inhere, 
governed only by its degree of correspondence with some un­
changing reality. No doubt these are truisms, but their impli­
cations are often lost on inteiiectual historians. 

Historians of past ideas are also in the-not entirely avoid­
able-habit of wrenching quotations out of context in order to 
bolster their often one-sided preconceptions. Those who repre­
sent Gramsci as a totalitarian (in the pejorative sense) carry this 
practice to an unacceptable extreme. The rhetorical power of 
many of Gramsci's more memorable utterances obscures the 
fact that they were often only elliptical pronouncements (some­
times put forward bypothetically), reflecting his recognition 
of the need for leadership and organization. Such pronounce­
ments must be assessed in the context both of the surrounding 
argument and of his expressed desire to dissociate himselffrom 
alI forms of anarchism, ispontaneism', and utopianism. 

To some extent, the supposedly authoritarian strand in his 
thought points merely to his realism. Gramsci had a feeling for 
tbe moral dilemma of politics: he was painfully aware of the 
anguishing element in the political condition, and from 
Machiavelli learned that a political actor, even with the best of 
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intentions, must be part beast in order to survive. To put the 
point more literally, no so(iety~ even the' rnost liberal, has been 
free from (~lite domination and repression in some shape or 
fiJrm, and Gramsci did not shrink from the implications of this 
fact. To underline the ubiquity of power relationships, as we do 
here , is neither to suggest that all societies are equa]ly repressive 
nor to sanction the more extreme manikstations of social con­
trol. I t is only to make the obvious point that political discourse, 
under present conditions at any rate, must revolve around the 
types, limits, and purposes of social regulation, not its elimina­
tion. This being the case, to recoil with horror at any mention of 
social intervention which does not entirely square with the 
liberal catechism not only hints at intellectual dishonesty; it 
also hinders serious debate of some of the most vital questions 
facing a discordant and troubled world, where the old categories 
carry little conviction. The liberal solution to the intricate 
problem of how best to maintain individual autonomy and 
dignity, in a setting where social control is unavoidable, need 
not be the only one. That Gramsci. unlike most other Marxists, 
was sensitive to the subtle nuances of this problem is itself 
interesting. We should bear in mind that he was working within 
an intellectual ambience saturated with the 'findings' of elite 
theory-among them, the hideous effe'ctiveness of manipulation , 
the widespread prevalence of ignorance and apathy. the de­
humanizing effect of mass culture. Rather than ignore or simply 
reject these observations, Gramsci chose to accommodate 
them, to confront the arduous problem of developing the condi­
tions of socialism. 35 And he began from the standpoint that a 
fundamental axiom of politics as it then existed was the distinction 
between rulers and ruled. All political thought, he maintained, 
had to be grounded in this concrete reality: 

The first clement [of politics] is that there really do exist rulers and 
ruled, leaders and led. The entire science and art oi'politics is based 
on this primordial and (in certain general cOllditions)36 irreducible 
fact .... Given this fact, it will have to be considered how one can lead 
most effectively (given certain ends). 37 

Examined in this light, his remarks to the efIect that the masses 
can only experience philosophy as faith, lose all the sinister 
connotations attributed to them. Far from expressing a prefer-
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CHee for elitism, they suggest a realistic perception of an un­
desirable (and hopefully transitory) situation. To be sure, 
immediately after he asserts that 'repetition is the best didactie 
means f()[ working on the popular mentality'. he exhorts revolu­
tionary intrllectuals 'to work incessantly to raise the intellectual 
level of ever growing strata ofthc populace. .. , ) ,38 

Likewise, when firmly located in their textual context, 
Gramsci's observations on state worship seem rather harmless. 
Intended, perhaps, as a retrospective comment on the October 
revolution, they can be understood as encompassinKonly those 
underdeveloped countries, such as Russia, where revolution is 
possible before tbe development of a proletarian hegemony. In 
addition, he takes pains to stress that state worship 'must not be 
abandoned to itself, must not, especially, become theoretical 
fanaticism and come to be conceived as perpetual: it must be 
criticized. 1 39 

A.. parallel observation can be made concerning his notes on 
intellectual freedom. Just before he throws out the idea-very 
ten tatively, it should be noted-that a certain degree ofpreven­
tive censorsbip mip;ht be desirable, he tells us that: 'It seems 
necessary to leave the task of searching f()r new truths, and 
better, more coherent, dearer formuiations of these truths, to 
the free initiatiw of individual scholars, even though they may 
continually question the principles that seem most essential.'40 
Once again, when read in the context of the argument in which 
it is embedded. one ofGranlsci's 'authoritarian' propositions is 
balanced by a more emphatic libertarian one. and the overall 
picture conveyed by his treatment of cultural freedom in this 
section is that ofa cautious thinker, sincerely grappling with the 
enduring problenl of adjusting individual expression with com­
rnunal needs. (Have not liberals, at one time or another, con­
templated or even favoured the suppression of points of view 
considered disruptive or beyond the pale?) 

Indeed, a careful and sympathetic reading of Gramsci, 
especially one concerned more with tbe spirit than the letter of 
his essentially provisional writings, would discern the workings 
of a mind obse"ed, not by autbority and command, but by the 
need for human liberation-economic, political, and, above all, 
spiritual. Gramsci's critics do not weigh the evidence properly: 
they do less than justice to the generally open, non-sectarian, 
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humane, and democratic thrust of his thought. Let me be more 
explicit. 

Grarnsci)s discussion of the future society was vague and 
generalized. Like Marx, he was more interested in the process 
by which revolution would come about than in what society 
would look like after the revolution. None the less. Grarnsei does 
provide some indications. Lying at the core orhi~ thinking was 
the vision of a non-coercive society, which for him meant the 
disappearance of politica,j society. with its 'authoritarian 
coercive interventions', and the emergence of 'civil societv' as 
self-regulative.41 The end he sought w'as always 'catharsis;, the 
leap from tbe realm of necessity to the realm offreedom, whieh 
would witness the utmost flowering of human diversity.42 
Accordingly~ it was his intention that eventually every man 
sbould develop his abilities to the point where he is capable of 
shaping his own destiny, of contributing actively to the decisions 
which ane,et his life. 'Is it preferable', Gramsei asks. 'to "think" 
uncritically. -' . or is it preferable to elaborate one's own concep­
tion of the world consciously and critically, .. and in connect.ion 
with the activity of one's own mind, to choose one's own sphere 
of activity, to participate actively in the production of world 
history, to be one~s Q\vn ruler and not to accept passively and 
supinely the externality imprinted on one's own personality?'43 
Needless to say ~ his own answer is clear. Freedom, f()r him, is 
not just a matter of behaving 'rationally'; it is also a matter of 
self:determinaion and individual autonomy. Elsewhere he con­
trasts tbe philosophy of praxis with Catholicism, by emphasiz­
ing that tbe former 'does not aim to maintain the simple folk in 
their primitive philosopby of common sense but instead to lead 
tbem to a higher conception of lite'. The goal should be the 
'intellectual progress of the masses and not only of scarce 
intellectual groups' 44 The new hegemony will be progressive 
only if it is freely accepted and understood by tbe c~)mmon 
people. Uncritical acceptance is ruled out by definition: 

... I t is to be put in reliefhow the political development of the concept 
of hegemony represents great philosophical, as well as politico­
practical, progress, because it necessarily involves and presupposes 
an intellectual unity and an ethics conforming to a conception of the 
real which has superseded comon sense and become ... critical.45 
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Gramsci's Marxist ideal of a society without external con­
straints) social divisions and popular ignorance may 'be 
chimerical and indicative of a residual eschatology; but it is 
hardlv a regimented nightmare of tame uniformity; quite the 
opposite, it is a libertarian vision of a world of men directing 
their own lives and experimenting with a variety of cultural 
forms and styles. For a man who placed so much stress on 
cultural reformation, Gramsci was remarkably hesitant to 
speculate about the details of the new culture (in the sense of 
literature, painting, drama. etc.). This was a matter of principle, 
In this sphere, he said) we must rest content with 'outlines only) 
rough sketches, which can (and must) be revised at any 
monwnt' .46 This is remindful of a famous article he penned in 
'92 L where he declared that the new culture is 'absolutely 
mysterious, absolutely characterized by the unforeseeable and 
tbe unexpected'. Y c.t in this same articie, he did lay down some 
guiding principles, the most important being audacity and 
flexibility. The task of the new culture will be to 'destroy 
spiritual hierarchies, prejudices, idols, rigid traditions', and 
this 'means not ft~aring novelty and boldness'. Accordingly, he 
professed his admiration ft)r Marinetti and the Futurists, who, 
through a variety of art forms, had called into question a whole 
range of entrenched \'alues 47 If it is objected, by an observer 
mindful of Gramsci's intellectual evolution, that no inferences 
about his mature thought can be drawn from an article written 
in 192', we need only reply that his Quade17li abound with 
similar opinions.48 For example, in his notes on 'Art and 
Culture' he makes plain his belief that political control of art is 
botb reprehensible and futile in any {clrm of society: 'Art is art, 
and not "willed" political propaganda'; it is an end in itself, 
which can only be subordinated to the wishes of political 
masters at the expense of becoming 'fictitious' and 'dull', A 
work of art is a work of an not because of its politic.al content but 
because of its aesthetic merits. And aesthetic quality will never 
flourish if politicians, Marxist or otherwise, try to suppress the 
'personal, non-conformist' element that infuses all art worthy of 
the name 49 

This line of thinking is of a piece with his aforementioned 
defence offree intellectual inquiry, even though it might enahle 
men to 'question the very principles that seem most essentiar to 
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the revolution. Gramsci's apparent desire to preserve cultural 
freedom is echoed in another section of his Notebooks, where he 
applauds 'so-called "freedom of thou1(ht and of expression of 
thought (press and association)" because only where this 
political condition exists can there develop, .. a new type of 
philosopher a "democratic philosopher"', Through 
dynamic interaction with his environment, this 'new type' intel­
lectual subjects himself to 'continual seH~criticism', which 
facilitates an active and reciprocal relationship between the 
elites and the masses, 50 

A sceptic could argue that Gramsei's liberatarian pro­
gramme is relegated to a vague and distant future, True, 
Gramsci does not promise the immediate 'withering away' of 
political society; but neither docs he, in his Quaderni, clearly 
delineate stages in the long march lOwards communism; and 
nothing he says about artistic and intellectual freedom remotely 
suggests that these values must be held in abeyance during 
some transitional dictatorship, On the contrary, there is suf­
ficient evidence (much of which we have already touched upon 
in other contexts) to prove that, for him, fi-ee criticism and 
debate, experimentation and innovation, are values to be 
cherished in all circumstances. 

Gramsci declaimed against the blind dogmatism-extolled 
as a virtue by many orthodox Marxists-which denies that 
one's enemy can possess even the slightest insight into the truth, 
When he pictures Marxism as 'a completely self-sufficient and 
autonomous structure of thought', 51 he docs not mean that we 
should turn from rival ideas in undiluted hostility, At least some 
of these can be transvalued and incorporated into the emerging 
truth itself: 

In scientific discussion, as one supposes that the interest is th{' search 
for truth and the progress of science, hf' demonstrates himself more 
advanced who takes the point of view that his adversary can express 
an exigency that must be incorporated, even if as a subordinate 
moment, in his own construction. To understand and evaluate 
realistically the positions and reasons of the adversary (and some­
times the adversary is all past thought) means precisely to be liberated 
from the prison of ideologies (in the worst sense, of blind ideological 
fantacism). 52 

This profound detestation of sectarian extremism also surfaces 
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in other parts of the .Notehooks.s3 The growth of civilization, 
according- to Gramsci. requires clebatf'-ancl debate marred by 
intolerance or f~lnaticism is not ckhatc but mystification. 
Gramsci wa.s acutely aware of the manv-sidedness of truth: he 
had an abiding- respect for the awesome complexity or social 
reality, Hence his explicit njection of the notion, canvassed by 
many j\·1arxists a t the time, that [he party-as crysta.llized in its 
leadership-could constitute an 'inf~lllible carrier of truth. ' , 
illurrlinatcd by reason' ,54 It follows that Gramsci could, in a 
number oC places. underscore the need {(Jf free and strenuous 
participation of the masses in the development of the collective 
will, itself 'a living organism', which 'docs not {()I"m unless 
multiplicity is unified through the friction of individual atoms 
[peopler,.S5 It was 'criminal'. in his vievv, to assume-as did 
certain political leaders-that obedience should be 'autoITlatic' 
or 'beyond question',56 As was observed earlier, Gramsci did 
not envisage the movement towards the goal of a free society as 
the authoritarian translation of a pre-fixed schema, of a 
doctrinaire truth justified a priori and (teruaily valid, but as the 
evolution of aims and strategies through political dialogue and 
confrontation. On his theorY, let it be repeated, the validity of 
concepts and ideas can only be established in practice. IIostility 
to dogn1atism is therefore built into his conception of truth, 

All in all, we may agree with Salvadori's conclusion that: 'In 
substance, while-- he [GramsciJ theorizes the necessity of the 
absolute autonomy of Marxism , .. at the same tirne he insists 
on the principle that in the field of a real and not apparent 
conquest of minds, all must be obtained with the weapons of 
criticism, while nothing can be obtained by the criticism of 
weapons. IS? Yet the first part of this citation should give pause 
to free-thinking people, and indicates the weakness ofCramscils 
libertarian posture. Thou~h he was, it is clear, inspired by the 
ideals of classical culture and liberal education,'8 he was also a 
revolutionary who championed a complete break witb the past 
and an unqualified submergence into a political movement. 
There is, consequently, an underlying margin of ambiguity in 
his position on the boundaries of individual freedom, both 
within the present movement and in the post-revolutionary 
society. He is evasive about where he would impose the limits of 
dissent; and he sometimes seems extraordinarily preoccupied 
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with the virtue of unity, on the one hand, and the dangers of 
anti-social behaviour and factionalism, on the other. In this 
connection, one need only refer to the colourful passage where 
he contrasts 'party spirit' to the 'mean, petty individualism, 
[characteristic of I tali an social and political life 1 which is any­
wayan unruly satisfying of passing impulses .. , an animalistic 
element "admired by fc)reigners", like the behaviour of the 
inmates ora zoological garden',59 

Grarnsci1s lack of clarity and consistency on the question of 
dissent mirrors the ambiguity which resides in the concept of 
democratic centralism itself The phrase, of course, embodies a 
recipe for combining the rewards of both free expression and 
disciplined centralization. But the latter value, with its require­
ment of unanimitYI is in fact antithetical to the vigorous and 
untrarnmelled exercise of the f()rmer. To insist on unity is 
necessarily to discourage those regions of non-conformity \v'ith­
in which alternative interpretations and viewpoints can flourish. 
It is no accident that, in practice, democratic centralism turns 
out to be mnch centralism and little or no democracy. The 
attitude of the 'democratic centralist' towards dissent of any 
kind must be, at best, uncertain. 

Nevertheless, it remains mY vie\'\-! that a democratic interpre­
tation, suitahly qualified, can'leg-itimately be extracted from the 
prison notes. But at this point, a crucial issuel which has been 
latent throughout the prcceding discussion, has finally reared 
its vexatious head: namelv, what is to be understood by that 
coveted and much-abused adjective, 'democratic'" It could be 
argued that much of the 'Right' criticism of Gram sci's 'autbori­
tarianism' stems from an inability to grasp the complexities of 
this and related issues. These commentators, even those with 
socialist leanings, seem to view Gramsri from inside a liberal­
democratic paradigm-a paradigm which holds that democracy 
is to be equated with the formal procedures of contemporary 
western political systems. Confronted by such a desideratum, 
Gramsci is bound to seem undemocratic. But does this liberal 
concept of democracy exhaust all the possibilities? Traditionally, 
the democratic ideal has expressed a radical demand. The so­
called 'classical' theories of democracy were multi-faceted and 
often equivocal, but they all envisaged widespread and con­
tinual popular participation in the political process, wbere all 
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decisions would reflect the people's wishes. Central to this 
view-especially as put forward by Rousseau and John Stuart 
Mill-was that the general attainment of the ideal ofa rational 
active, informed democratic citizenry was essential to th~ 
realization of genuine political democracy, the purpose of which 
was the fillfilmen t of some characteristic human excellence. At 
bottom. the doctrine--or doctrines-constituted a critique of 
reality in terms of a vision of human nature and human possi­
bilities, a yardstick by which the shortcomings of society could 
be appraised. In the past thirty years or so, influential liberal 
theorists from Joseph Schumpeter to Robert Dahl have rejected 
the 'classical' view on a number of grounds: it lacks operational 
and empirical content in large, complex societies; it erroneously 
presupposes that man is essentially a political animal; it 
demands an unrealistic level of rationality from ordinary people, 
who, according to survey evidence, fall far short of the tradi­
tional model of democratic citizen; it is positively dangerous, 
since its call for participation by the ignorant and the irrational 
could (if taken seriously) undermine tbe stability of contem­
porary society; and so on. In the face of a gap betw~en ideal and 
reality, modern liberal thinkers have chosen, not to press for 
changes in reality, but to abandon the idcal--or, rather, so 
temporize it that it fades into existing reality, becoming a 
matter of multi-party competition and quinquennial visits to 
the polling booth. Thus, democracy has come to be identified, 
in both the popular and elite imagination, with the present 
modus operandi of western society. Charges of woolly-minded 
idealism, if not incipient totalitarianism, are levelled at those 
who reject such complacency and seek to rescue the old 
democratic values. There is no space here to rehearse all the 
objections raised against the new, conservative definition of 
democracy60 Suffice it to take two points from the critical 
liter~ture: the 'new' democracy is based on (I) methodologically 
dubIOUS empirical evidence and (2) a priori notions about buman 
nature and human capacities. In no way have the traditional, 
radical ideas of democracy been 'refuted'. The assumption that 
democracy = contemporary liberal practices is, in a word, 
arbitrary. If, as an alternative, we define democracy in terms of 
dfec6ve participatory procedures, then we can discern the 
genuinely democratic element in Gramsci's thought. 
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Contrary to the impression conveyed by much of the secon­
dary literature, Gramsci never ceased his search fc)[ on'\l forms 
of popular participation, qualitatively diflerent from those of 
liberal democracy. By no means did he abandon this theme 
along with his factory council theory. In his Qyademi, he aflinns 
the possil:.>ility of ' a diverse solution, both from parIiamentarism 
and from the bureaucratic [Stalinist?] regime, with a new type 
of representative regime'. 61 A passage from another chapter 
serves to illustrate what he means. Evidentlv. the- new order 
would consist of soviets, which he praises a"s~ 'representative 
systerns' where 'consent does not end at the moment of voting' . 
'This consenf, he continues, 

is presumed to be permanently actin'. so much so that tlw people who 
give it' may be considered as 'functionaries' of the state. and elections 
as a means of voluntary enrolment of state funnionaries of a certain 
type-a means which in a certain sense must be related (on a 
different. level) to the idea or se{/-XOlwrnmrnf. Since the elections are 
held on the basis not of vague and indefinite progTammcs hut of 
(011('[('tC, immediate tasks, he who gives his consent commits himself 
to do something more than the ordinaryjuridiral citizen towards their 
realization-namely, to be a vanguard of' active and responsible 
work. 62 

While this passage is not without its obscurities, it does, I think, 
underline the vital role of popular control (of both decision­
making and execution) in Grarnsci's conception of future 
society-notjust the distant stateless society. but, if we read his 
intentions properly, the immediate post.-revolutionary set up as 
well. Thus, Gramsci's ideal ofself .. detcrn1ination is given insti­
tutional embodiment; it does not vanish into the clouds oCpure 
metaphysics. An individual is truly free. on Gramsci's positive 
definition, only when he is engaged in 'se{/-government', when he 
is obeying laws that are genuinely seH~irnposed, in the sense 
that he realistically participates in their formulation and execu­
tion. Freedom is the converse of powerlessness; democracy or 
elite rule. There is a Rousseauian element here. Man attains 
freedom, or self-autonomy, by co-operating with his fellows in a 
participatory community. Thus all the constraints, obligations 
and inhibitions of society are the very means by which freedom 
is attained. 

With this in mind, we can make better sense of his super-
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ficially disturbing f[tsion of discipline and freedom. The former, 
he insists, is not La passive and supine acceptance of orders', a 
docile assenting; to the propositions ofaurhority, but ratber: 

the conscious and lucid assimilation of ttl(' directives to be accomp­
lished. Discipline therd()ff docs not annul the personality in an 
organic sense, hut only limits licence and irresponsible impulsive­
ness. Discipline therei()rc does not negatc personality and free­
dom; the question or'personality and freedom' is posed not by tht· fact 
of discipline itself. but by the origin of the pm·\Tr that lies behind the_ 
discipline. 11' this origin is 'democratic', iL that is, the authority is a 
spc('ialized, I('chnical function and not. 'arbitrariness' oran external, 
e-xtrinsic impositil)fl. disciplilH' is a ne(TSsary eicnl<'nt of'dctnocratic 
order. offrc('dol1\,6:'> 

'Tcchnical' authority is a somewhat enig-matic concept here, 
but in contrasting it to Lextrinsic imposition'. Gramsci seems to 
identify it vvlth the imperatives arising out of the existential 
conditions of social organization; and the discipline it et~joins is 
the discipline necessary f()r Iik to function smoothly in a cornplex 
industrial society. Authority must attain an expression that is 
impersonal, theoreticaL and independent of the arbitrariness of 
individuals, I t is 'democratic' authority because it is self-willed, 
the pruduct uf critical (:xarnination and a.cccpt.ance, and-ifvvc 
read thc two preceding passages in conjunction-sclf-generated, 
through a system of 'permanent' part.icipatiol1 and consent. 
Gramsci f()llows I\larx and Engels in seeing no incompatibility 
between authority relationships and discipline, On the one hand, 
and complete self-autonomy. On the other. 64 

In a nutshelL \vc can represent Gramsci's doctrine as a 
justification fi)r absolutism onlv if we look at it through the 
conceptual spectacles either of liberalism or of anarchism in 
somc i()rm or other. To bt' sure, he equivocates about vvhere 
freedom ends and licence begins~ he underestimates the need 
for formal guarantees on the civil rights he seems to favour; he 
wishes to absorb the plurality of social authorities and respon­
sibilities into the unitary mould of the party. All this might lead 
even a socialist to conclude that he vvas insufficiently sensitive 
,both to the ramifications of human diversity and to the tempta­
tions of power. I n no society of any complexi ty has there ever 
been unanimity on fundamental principles, and if power does 
not always corrupt, it certainly breeds arrogance and suspicion. 
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NaIvete., however. is not authoritarianistn, It would be a gross 
error to o\'crlook the centrality in Grarnsci's thought of per­
suasion, consent) frec debate, and democratic participation. 
Gramscian rnen are' not to suffer totalitarianism in the pejora­
tive sense ofa s~'stem vvhich 'obliterates the distinction between 
prh'Clfe judgement and public control'.65 They are not to be 
engulfed in an anonYlTIOUS mass or merged into a quasi-mystical 
body-polit.ic intent on destroying their indiddual identities, 

IV. Theory and Practice: Some Doubts 

Rather than dismiss Gramsci's theory of the party (and 
hegemony) as dicta.torial in principle, it is perhaps more appro­
priate to contend that t.he interplay he envisaged bet.ween party 
and mass is operationally defective) that the distinction he 
tnade between a 're-a!' conception of the world, discernible at 
first only to an enlightened {~lit(', and the' \·vorld-view verbally 
afiirmed has authoritarian itllplications in practice. StilL in the 
final analysis. his absolute historicism, his insistence on praxis 
as the only criterion of verification, prevented him from 
assuming a rigid dichotomy between what people actualll' desire 
and what they ought to desire, between expressed preftTCnces 
and 'rear vvants: 

, can modern theory [i.e, 'authentic' consciousness] be in opposi­
tion to the 'spontaneous' feelings of the masses? . It cannot be in 
opposition to tlwm: between the two there is a 'quantitative' dif­
{(TelKe of degree, not one orquality.66 

.,- Thus Gramsci eschewed the doctrinaire- elitism of other noted 
:t\1arxist theories in this century. such as Lenin and Marcuse.67 

But what arc these 'spontaneous feelings' worthy of inclusion in 
the 'authentic' consciousness f()rmulated by the party':l To 
reiterate, in GraItlsci's view, the ordinary man possesses a 
'contradictory consciousness'; his perceptions and evaluations 
of social life exhibit inconsistency and superficialitv, which 
express the gap between the dominant interpretation of reality 
and his own objective situation. Lurking below the usually 
conforming surface are subversive beliefs and values, latent 
instincts of rebellion, which are sometimes translated into 
actual behaviour. Thus the actions and demands of workers 
and peasants, in so far as they deviate from conventional norms, 



r86 Proletan'an Hegemorl.Y 

f()rm the raw material of an alternative culture. Gramsci has 
here hit upon a serious weakness in the liberal approach. For it 
is one thing to urge that people's preft:renccs go unchallenged; it 
is quite another to determine- the precise nature of these 
preferences. An individual's desires and opinions rarely if ever 
compose a fully f(lrmed. internallv harmonious whole: they are 
almost always inconsist.ent and vague at the margin: and this 
raises the question of what is to count in their specification. 
What about deflected or subterranean wants and preferences 
that never reach the political arena in fully articulated form but 
nevertheless receive expression in a multitude of oblique, un­
directed ways. Silence and apathy may well be signs of content­
menL but they may also disguise genuine grievances which 
have not yet been given precise f()frn. Gramsci comprehended 
this ambiguity and took advantage of its theoretical and 
practical potential. 

Also, implicit in Gramsci's open-minded approach to 
opposing doctrines is the possibility of revolutionary intel­
lectuals building on those widdv held components of the 
dominant ideology which, because of their incompatibility with 
the present ordeL fc)ster the ambivalence and contradictions in 
the thought and behaviour of the masses. Gramsci was willing 
to concede that certain values were capable ofpoiHling beyond 
the social order and social classes which produced them: 

The ideas of equality, oC fraternity, or liberty excite passions among 
those strata of men who see themselves neither equal, nor brothers of 
other men, nor free in their social interactions. Thus it happens that in 
every radical movement oCthe multitude, in one manner or another, 
in the mould oC particular ideologies, these claims arc put (onvard.68 

The revolutionary could attempt to show how widespread dis­
content is partly due to this contradiction between the splendid 
ideals of the French revolution and the realities of the liberal­
capitalist system. Thus the truly universal values advanced by 
the dominant hegemony, such as freedom and equality, can be 
purged of their mystifying encrustations and fit into a radical 
frarrlt'work. 

For Gramsci, then, the revolutionary party must evolve,its 
strategy and aims in terms of the concrete context within which 
people move-institutions, traditions, common sense and so 
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on. \Vhat is ITIOre, formulating the 'authentic' consciousness of 
the masses does not go beyond drawing out the theoretical 
implications of what they are in fact doing and saying; it is 
a matter of 'rendering practice more homogeneous, more 
coherent. and more efficient in all its elements ... ~.69 The pre­
sUl11ption is against arrogance, paternalism. and inlposition; 
against vvhat Bakunin stigmatized as 'gO\Trnment by pro­
fessors' . 

An obyiolls and yalid oQjection presents itselfhere. Although 
the party elite must mould its ideology out of existing materials 
(empirically ascertainable inclinations, beliefs, aspirations, 
desires. concerns, and the like), the elite is nevertheless. on 
Gramsci's account. an intellectual vanguard, enjoying a privileged 
insight into social phenomena; and, as such. its elaboration of 
the 'real' ideology implicit in the actions of the masses will be 
filtered throug-h its own Marxist lens. Gramsci unconsciously 
alludes to the resultant diflieultv when he states that 'The 
lv/odem Prince must contain a part 'dedicated toJacobinism , .. 
an exarnple of the concrete f()rmation and operation ofa collec­
tive \·vill; \vhich in at least some of its aspects was an original, ex 
novo creation'.1° The last few words of this quotation suggest an 
important set of points. No piece or pattern of behaviour. no 
observable event, possesses an intrinsic, univocal meaning. 
Gramsci himself, in assailing the empiricist tradition, main­
tained that observation as such cannot be prior to theory as 
such, since some theory, or point of view, is presupposed by any 
obseryation. Thus, what he calls 'rational' theorv cannot be 
f~lbricated out of the results of' ObS(T\'ation. To s~)fne extent, 
it must be invented: 'orig-inal creation', an irnaginativc '"leap', is 
logically necessary. Behaviour VI/hieh Gramsci might con­
sieler a symptom of emb1)!onir rfvollitiona~v consciousness might 
more plausibly be interpreted as a limited demand ttlr a limited 
rei()rm, as evidence of a full~fledged trade union consciousness. 
He would of course reply, in proper Marxist fashion. that the 
latter interpretation is superficial. But this is to beg the ques­
tion. for the criteria of superficiality and authenticity do not 
inhere in the experience to be interpreted. They are given by a 
prior theoretical framework. 

So there seems to be a Gordian knot in Gramsci's thought: on 
the one hand, praxis is decisive, and 'mass adhesion or non-
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adhesion to an ideology is the real crit.ical test' of its 
rationality;71 on the other, a man may not verbally (or 
practically) adhere to the 'real' ideology 'implicit in his 
[deviant 1 activity'. 72 Gramsci\ relativism. such as it exists, 
appears to be at loggerheads with his :\1arxist distinction 
between essence and appearance, knowledge and opinion. The 
conflict may only be superficial. however. f()[ Gramsci regards 
l\t1arxist analysis itself as a set of hypotheses which must 
eventual(y be proved in practice-i.e. establish itself as the 
animating ideology of an epoch. as the scheme of thought most 
in line with the needs of the period. I\·larxism is, according to 
Gramsci~ both throretical insight and unverified hypothesis. 

Yet the bct remains that the Crarnscian programme involves 
more than simply puttinR peopk's disjointed thoughts (those 
expressed behaviourally as well as verbally) into systematic 
fOrIll; in the process of conceptualization, these tboughts must 
necessarily be altered-embellished, clarified, and tied together 
in such a way as to endow them with new meaning. This 
transf(:>rmation. in effect, amounts to telling people what they 
really believe, or, more precisely, what they would believe ifthcy 
could free themselves lI'om delusive [(lfmulas and hIlly under­
stand t he logic ofthcif sit uation. And. under certain conditions; 
this process of 'education' could degenerate into the rational 
kw ordering the benighted many to believe (and act) as thcy 
should. Despite Gramsci's instructions and strictures, the perils 
of elitism would not be easily avoidable in practice. Still, with­
out denying this authoritarian potential, it is reasonable to 
argue that if 'contradictory consciousness' is indeed prevalent 
in bourgeois society, if consensus is ternpered by a residue of 
dC\'iance, then Grarnsci's conception of an authentic proletarian 
consciousness is not entirely lacking in empirical basis; it is not 
mere~y an clitlst construction. ()n this count, Gramsci can be 
supported by recent empirical studies of mass beliefs and atti­
tudes-which shall be examined in our concluding- chapter. 

V. Conclusion 

Gramsci never really solved the problem of coho would define 
the new world-view; nor did he manage to delineate clearly the 
appropriate reRion of human liberty. All his formulations are 
unsatisfactory to those who do not share his boundless faith in 
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a dialectical interplay between a central authority and the 
aspirations of a mass movement. The apparent inconsistencies 
in his thinking on thr topic-between his passion for unity and 
his alrrlOst I\,fillsian commitrnent to free de hate, his obsessive 
preoccupation with leadership and his passionate belief in self:' 
autonomy-were never properly rcsohTd in a higher synthesis. 
But the theon'tical value and energizing dkct of Gramsci)s 
eflorts should not be in doubt Even though he did not succeed 
in enunciating a truly con\'incing' non-authoritarian IVIarxism) 
he deserved credit for keeping the possibility alive. for attempt­
ing to fuse the humanitarian and practical sides of the doctrine, 
and f()f doing so precisely when Stalin was busy sundering the 
cause or socialist revolution fron1 the humane instincts \vhich 
had nurtured it. \I\'hile the Soviet despot was torturing and 
killing people for (real or imagined) non-conformity. the 
Sardinian was describing the new socialist man as a 'modern 
Leonardo da Vinci'. C'xhibitin.g 'strong personality and indi­
vidual originalitl.73 Gramsci's work provides a stimulus and 
point of departure for all those who wish to explore the possi­
bilities f()[ a genuinely vVestern and dcmocratic fixm of?\larxian 
socialism. Does this mean. then, that Gramsci was a revisionist 
a fa Bernstein? an aC1'vocate of a peacefitl and parliamentary 
'road? Did his concept of hegemony underpin a rei()[mist 
brand ofsoeialism? Was he the ideological forerunner of the 'Via 
Italiana'? It is to these questions that we now turn. 



CHAPTER 6 

A Peaceful Road to Socialism? 

... to beat one's head against the wall is to break 
one's head and not the walL 

Gramsci (letter from p~ison) 

GRAMscr's VISION of the revolutionary process, we have 
seen, was far from Stalinist; indeed, witb its concern for popular 
participation and free discussion, it can be viewed as a more 
democratic alternative to the Leninist model. The purity of 
Gramsci's Leninism is also called into question by his convic­
tion-discussed in Chapter 2-that the revolution in Western 
Europe must deviate sharply from the strategic path taken by 
the Bolsheviks in Russia, With characteristic disdain for old 
and rigid formulae, Gramsci pointed to the crucial differences 
between advanced capitaiist countries and the Russian Empire 
of 191 7, and he attempted, in his (2uaderni, to develop criteria of 
orientation and action appropriate to modern circumstances. 
What he oilered was a new What is to be done? for the developed 
yVest, a fundamental reassessment and revision of the accepted 
Marxist approach to revolution, The nature of this enterprise 
has prompted many-critics and admirers alike-to lay em­
phasis on the tie between Gramsci and Togliattism, Gramsci 
put forward ideas, it is claimed, whose logic is manifest in the 
'Italian (read "constitutional", "parliamentary", "democratic", 
"pacific") road to socialism'. It is now casually assumed in 
many circles that he was the ideological progenitor of what has 
come to be known as Eurocommunism, the increasingly in­
fluential body of doctrines that purports to marry liberalism 
and Marxism. In the following pages, this assumption, and 
other related ones, will be closely examined and evaluated, 

L A Via Occidentale 

At the outset, it would be useful to restate what Gramsci took to 
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be the essential points of contrast between East and West­
differences he illustrated through the use of elaborale military 
metaphors. As I noted above, the Russian revolutionary ex­
perience did not. to his mind, furnish an appropriate model for 
the West. For Lenin enjoyed certain advantages denied to his 
counterparts in less backward areas; he could adopt a strategy 
of rapid frontal assault (in Gramsci's idiom, 'warofmancruvre' 
or 'war of movement') because of the [f'lative simplicity oCthe 
mechanisms of socialization in his society. VV'hat Gramsci called 
'civil societv' \;vas, in Russia, 'primitive and amorphous', 
incapable of providing a unitary moral and intellectual in­
doctrination'! The Tsarist state \-vas foundcd on ignorance, 
apathy, and repression, not on the voluntaI)' consent of its 
subjects. In the absence ofa complex articulation of civil society, 
of that bloc of ideological 'fortifications' which could absorb 
and contain discontent, the state machinery was the soh' de­
fence of the old order2 But in the West, the state is 'merely an 
outer trench' an advanced line o[defence, behind whicb stands 
'a powerful chain of fc)rtresses'. 3 This 'chain of fortresses' com­
prises the pervasive and highly developed ensemble of civil 
society, which propagates the Weltanschauung of the bourg-ems 
ruling class, its mode of living and thinking) its aspirations, 
morality and habits, The bourgeoisie has Ihus managed to 
establish its hegemony over th{; 'great masses of citizens, who 
nov\!' consent, with varying degrees of enthusiasm, to the liberal 
state of affairs. This h~gemonic order makes bourgeois society 
'resistant to the catastrophic irruptions caused by immediate 
economic factors (crises, depressions, etc.)'.4 Hence, in the 
advanced capitalist zones, open warfare, the Bolshevik strategy 
of sudden and direct attack, or 'war of movement' , must yield 
pride of place to a 'war of position', which is not aimed simply at 
the conquest of state power (the 'outer trench') but focuses on 
the gradual capture and possession of the 'powerful cbain of 
fortresses' behind, An indispensable condition of permanent 
proletarian victory in the revolutionary struggle is, in Gramsci's 
words, a 'detachnlent of civil society from political society ... ', 
that is) the erosion of bourgeois ideological dominance and its 
replacement by a Marxist counter-hegemony, a turning of the 
popular mind to new principles,5 Without this prior 'revolution 
of the spirit', any communist victory would be ephemeral. The 



A Peaceful Road to Sucialism:' 

final destruction of the old order is viewed by Gramsci as but a 
single mcnDent in the vast historical modification of cultural and 
social (]rees: a shift that occurs benea th the surfacc of formal 
political institutions. The main confrontations, it can be seen, 
happen neither in the factories nor in the streets nor at the 
rnilitary bases but in the sphere of civil society. And because 
this sphere Rrows more sophisticated with tbe march of tech­
nology. ideological encounters with the ruling class take on 
added irTlportance with advancing stages of capitalist develop-
111cnt. Thus Gramsci abandoned the fashionable lV1arxist tenet 
of a catastrophic crisis that would pennit the sUl'cessfili and 
lightning-like intervention of an organized rf"volut.ionary van­
guard. On the contrary, the war against the svstem would be 
prolonRed. 'complex, diflicult' and call fi,r 'exceptional qualities 
of patience and inventive spirit'.6 The l1lyth of imminent' revo­
lution, he believed, must be exposed as false and dangerous. 
Evc-n capitalism's most severe depression had not led to revolu­
tion) and neither would any future economic crisis do so unless 
preceded by assiduous ideological preparation. 

The relclfmist potential of the above strateRY should be evident. 
In a critical prison note on Trotsky's internationalism) Gramsci 
reinitxces the impression that he is laying the fhundatlons for 
what later beeame the Via Italiana. 'Certainly the development 
is towards internationalism', he remarks, 'but the point of 
departure is "national" and it is necessary to start here.' In 
order to playa hegemonic role, a class (or its chief spokesmen) 
must be able to 'interpret' exactly a specific 'combination of 
national forces'. I t must study the particular national situation, 
concrete conditions and circumstances, and from this study 
evolve a strategy to cultivate the seeds of revolution as tbey 
present themselves in the specific setting. The purpose is to 
alter the complex and often unique equilibrium of forces to the 
advantage of the working class. To use Gramsci's colourful 
phrase. the proletariat must 'nationalize itself. In practice this 
means it must become the leading cultural and political force in 
a system of alliances. guiding 'social strata strictly national 
(intellectuals), and rather often those less than national, par­
ticularist and municipalist (the peasants)'. In Gramsci's 
schema these alliances are not simply temporary and instru­
mental, but organic; certain non-proletarian social elements 
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must be fully incorporated into the movcrnent, and the impli­
cation is that a set of intermediate o~jectives, of initial com­
promises. m.llst be put on the agenda if these groups arc to be 
absorbed into the revolutionary process.? Gramsci, in these 
passages, is continuing and developing a theme he first dis­
cussed in his 1926 essay on the Southern Qpestion. There he posed 
the question of class alliances and argued that the proletariat 
could be victorious and guarantee the st.ability of its new order 
only in proportion as it won over the other exploited and 
disafl(>cted classes to its caust'-above all, the peasant class. 
This, of course. was good Leninism. Still, in the Qpademi, tbe 
objective of class alliances is seerningly infused with a spirit of 
restraint and 'nationalism' that, from a Bolshevik perspective, 
smacks of apostasy. 

That Gramsci was. during his imprisomnent. Inoving away 
from the precepts of Comrnunist internationalisln may also be 
(and has been) inferred from his attitude to tbe famous 'third 
period' of the Comintern, which be?;an in I()28. The 'third 
period' was characterized by a ne\-v ultra-Left political line, 
imposed by Stalin-who was then engaged in a violent struggle 
with Bukharin-and formally ratified at the Sixth Conwess. Its 
main prcrnise was the prediction that. capitalism was in its 
death-throes and that everywhere proletarian protesI was 
becoming rnore and more revolu tiona!)-' . I ts principles included 
the notorious identity of fascism and social-democracy, the 
latter beinR viewed as merely anotber fiJrm of bourgeois rule. 
(This was the era "f'social fascism'.) It fc)llowed that there was 
no possibility of coalitions between Communists and other 
forces on the Left. With the 'United Front' unceremoniously 
rei cRated to the dustbin of history, utterly intransigent and 
independent Communist action became the order of the dav. In 
the Italian context this policy was more than just sectarian; it 
reeked of absurdity. lvlussolini and his henchmen had destroyed 
the organized working class: its channels of communication had 
been disrupted, and its leadersbip arrested, killed, driven into 
exile, or frightened into silence. What was left of the Italian 
revolutionary movement could take no effective action whatso­
ever without allies among the rural semi-proletariat and tbe 
anti-fascist middle classes. Not surprisingly, the exiled Com­
munist Party was thrown into turmoil over whether or not to 
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u)lIow the new 'turn' of the International. Togliatti, who had 
been given the job of explaining and engineering the change, 
found many leaders and a considerable proportion of the rank 
and file opposed to his arguments, Showing no sign of his 
post-war independence from Moscow, he managed by March 
of 1930 to enlist the Partv behind the Comintern policy, though 
at great cost to Party cohesion and morale. (Three prominent 
members of the Executive were expelled for combating the new 
line,) In keeping with Stalin's wishes, a revolutionary situation 
was declared to be present in Italy. and the dictatorship of the 
proletariat was hailed as the only permissible immediate goal of 
struggle. There could be no transitional liberal-democratic 
phase, since bourgeois democracy, in the final analysis, 
amounted to nothing more than police dictatorship, 

Condemned to languish for twenty years in a Fascist prison 
cell, Gramsci was unimpressed with this analysis, and believed 
that a bourgeois-democratic solution was both a, desirable and 
probable immediate alternative to Fascism. Our knowledge of 
his opinions concerning the Italian situation is derived 
primarily from the testimony of bis prison comrades, notably 
Athos Lisa, who wrote a report for Party headquarters when he 
was released from Turi prison in 19~3:).8 In I~)30 Gramsci and 
his fellow Communist prisoners started a political education 
class: consisting of discussions held during their exercise hour 
together in the courtyard, According to Lisa, the aim of 
Gramsci's education programme was the fonnation of new 
non-sectarian cadres. Gramsci, it seenlS, wanted to 'create a 
nucleus of militants wbo would have tbe task of propagating a 
saner ideology within tbe Party', 9 He criticized the tendency to 
'talk revolution without having a precise notion of what has to 
be done to accomplish it. of tbe means wbich might attain the 
end', Such an inclination left one 'unable to adapt methods to 
diverse historical situations'. Many Communists, he lamented, 
'prefer words to political actions, or. , . confuse the one with tbe 
other'. With clear reference to the new Comintern line, Gramsci 
argued against abstract and mechanical positions, whose quasi­
metaphysical rigidity he regarded as anti-Marxist, The misery 
brought about by Fascism could not by itself be the decisive 
factor in propelling the masses into revolution, Misery in itself 
could bring about only isolated revolts and uprisings, The 
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tHanny of Fascism, mainly tbrough its sbeer brutality but also 
by dint of its persuasive emotional appeal, had profoundly 
disoriented the Inasses and weakened their combative power. 
Fascism bad driven the proletariat and tbe entire Italian people 
into retrograde positions: they had, t(X the rnost part, lost the 
socialist spirit and, at best, longed f()r a return to the familiar 
banalities of liberal democracy. In the circumstances, direct 
passage from Fascism to the dictatorship of the proletariat was 
a utopian dream, for there \vould 'most likely' be a 'period of 
transition' between the present regime and proletarian triumph. 
'Therefore, the Party must adapt its tactics to tbis eventuality 
wjthout fear of appearing unrevolutionary." To be specific, it 
was necessary 'for the Party to develop action in common with 
the other parties struggling against Fascism in Italy', If it failed 
to form such alliances, 'the proletariat would have no hope of 
engaging in any serious revolutionary activity'. The Lisa docu­
ment indicates that the strategy Gramsci proposed in tbe prison 
yard seminars went well beyond wbat he said in his sparse 
prison notes devoted to the subject of class alliances. For now 
he was advocating solidarity not only with the impoverisbed 
peasants and the alienated intellectuals, but also with the 
brooding, restless petit-bourgeoisie, including, I()r example, 
'the lower ranks of the army officer stratum, discontented about 
lack of promotion, precarious conditions of cxistf'nce, etc.' ,10 

The purpose of tbis new system of alliances would be an inter­
mediate one: the restoration of tbe freedoms destroyed by 
Fascism. Since the Party's immediate task was to promote and 
lead a broad, popular anti-Fascist movement, it was necessary 
to formulate policies and slogans capable of mobilizing all 
anti-Fascist forces behind such a movement. and this would 
necessitate bargaining, compromise and concessions .. /\fter the 
establishment of the new liberal regime, tbe proletariat could 
prepare [or the final struggle, Taking advantage of the prestige 
and influence garnered during the anti-Fascist campaign, the 
Party would be in an excellent position to discredit its opponents, 
remove the fantastic veil of bourgeois ideolo!,'Y and construct a 
Marxist hegemony, The superficial affinity between Gramsci's 
proposals and the actual strateh'Y adopted by Togliatti and tbe 
Party towards the end of tbe war is striking. In 1930, however, 
this strategy spelled defiance o[ official policy and generated 



A Peaceful Road to Socialism' 

much hostility among the prison comrades. In fact. Gramsci's 
educational programme lasted just a, trw \'\-'t'cks. The atmos­
phere had become thick with accusations and recriminations, 
sonIC prisoners going so far as to assert that Gramsci had 
bccomt" an opportunist social-democrat, of eroccan flavour. 
Disgusted with the new dogmatism\ he withdrew into monk­
like isolation. 11 But those prison seminars, short-lived though 
they were, have provided plenty of ammunition fi}f those who 
wish to depict Gramsci as an apostle of ' the parliamentary road 
to socialisrn l

• \Vc shall now go on to elucidate the vario11s per­
nlutations of this belief~ which is shared by a fetnarkably dis­
parate collection of people: dernocratic socialists who hope to 
rescue Gramsci from the smear of Stalinism, extra parliamen­
tary Leftists who want to c.ondemn him fc)r his "revisionism', 
and PC I activists and intellectuals who seek to claim his post­
humous support it)r their oflicial policy. I t should be pointed 
out that no one is seriously denying that the young pre-prison 
Gramsci was a dedicat.ed, intransigent Bolshevik revolu­
tionary,12 His political articles and editorials, all written bdc)re 
his arrest, abound with COlnments like this: 'Every revolution 
... cannot but smash and destroy the entire existing system of 
social organization.'13 It would therei()re be pointless and mis­
leading to defend GTamsci's revolutionary honour by reft'rring 
to these early writings. 14 No, the Gramsci who is associated 
with the anti-Leninist, constitutional path to socialism is the 
incarcerated Gramsci, whose ripen/,;amento of classical l'vlarxist 
approaches to revolution brought him into conflict with the 
Party he had helped to knmd. 

r r. The Democratic Socialist View 

Following upon the publication of Gramsci's Quademi, certain 
segments of democratic socialist opinion in Italy kIt inclined to 
revise their image of the man who once raged so bitted)' at their 
PSI forebears. Indeed, it became fashionable on the moderate 
Left to read Gramsci in a 'European' or 'Western' key) to look at 
him as a partisan of'humanism', ora democratic, anti-Stalinist 
approach to Marxism. Gramsci's true heirs, on this interpreta­
tion, were not the Communist Party leaders who kept invoking 
his name (Eurocommunism had not vet been invented and the 
pcr still used all the Leninist rhetori~) but the Socialists them-
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selves, who wefe not prepared to jettison constitutional niceties 
in the march to the free society. 'rhc most important proponent 
of this democratic s(JCialisl interpretation is Giuseppe 
Tan1burrano, who also-as \ve saw in Chaptn ~-)-advoca[t's a 
ncO-CrO(T<ul view or Gramsci's philosophy, (I\1any com­
rnentators perceive a connection between Gramsc.i's 'idealism' 
and his 'gradualisn1'.) Tamburrano claims to discover a funda­
n1cntal break in the Sardinian's political thinking, By I926. so 
runs the argumenc he had more or less become an orthodox 
Leninist. dedicated to the Bolshe\'ization of the Italian Party. 
But his confinement and the Iriumph o[Stalinism in the Third 
I nternational conspired to change the course of his intellectual 
journey. Isolated from the world ofpolilics. withdrawn ii'om the 
concrC'te struggle. Grarrlsci had a chance to reflect on tlw course 
of the world revolutionary movement. By the late 1920S and 
early 1930s, three indisputable facts weighted heavily on his 
consciousness: (I) the brutal degeneration of the Soviet regime 
under Stalin; (2) the upsurge of European f~lscism. which had 
developed a real popular base; and (:1) tlw impotence and 
disarray of the revolutionary Left. which was unahlt, to take t.he 
initiative even during the worst depression capitalism had evcr 
suffered. Now. C;ramsci's pre-prison throught was premised on 
the imminence of revolution and acceptance of the Soviet tinion 
as the main repository of revolutionary virtue. \I\,ith the dis­
integration of these premises, his proposed solut.ions 10 the 
problenls of socialist struggle were bound to change pro­
foundly.'s Hence we have the much talked about crisis in his 
political and theoretical stance. which led to the iormulation of 
new themes and concepts. Gramsci, it. is contended. came to 
elaboratf" a democratic stragegy, far removed fl"om t.he model 
constituted by the October Rcvolution. The new strategy was 
based on the idea of hegemony. In the developed societies of the 
West, the struggle [or socialism should be pursued on the level 
of a search fi)r broad agreement, of alliances with maniiold 
social groups. not on the level of a violent confrontation for the 
possession of state power. In support of his interpretation, 
Tarrlburrano underlines the anti-authoritarian strains in 
Gramsci's thought: his denunciation of 'bureaucratic central­
ism' and advocacy of vigorous internal party democracy, his 
evident regard for the virtues offree intellectual expression and 
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debate, and his general attachment to humane cultural values, 
to mental and spiritual cultivation. 16 Gran1sci's strategic model, 
concludes Tamburrano, is not simply different from Lenin's; it 
is antithetical to it, The doctrine of hegemony signifies 'the 
abandonment of the Bolshevik stratCl,,'Y' in fasour of the 'demo­
crati( conquest and the democratic maintenance of proletarian 
power' ,17 According to this way of looking at Grarnsci, his via 
occidentale to socialism is more 'modern' and 'advanced' than 
Lenin's approach, which was appropriate only to under- or 
semi-developed countries, countries-like Russia-\vhere 
feudal encrustations bulked large. Cnlike some of his Socialist 
Party colleagues, 18 Tamburrano is careful not to turn Gramsci 
into a straightfc)rward social-democrat. He concedes that 
Grarnsci was contemptuous of the claims of parliamentary 
democracy and that the new theorY of hegemony did not pre­
clude the possibility of violent encounters '9 But there is little 
doubt that, in his eyes, Gramsei's alternative strategy is 
essentially about the 'peaceful acquisition'2o of power, a pain­
less evolutionary transition to socialism, mainly brought about 
by the pressure of the electorate. Tamburrano's 'Nennian'21 
thesis was greeted by howls of protest from the PCI, whieh 
viewed it as a crude PSI attempt to purloin Gramsci's patri­
rnony, Before long, however, the Communists were moderating 
their Leninist language, striving for collaboration with Catholic 
and liberal forces, and to a large extent accepting the Tam­
burrano picture of Gramsci-which they had once denounced 
as 111ere distortion, 

II l. The Far L~fl View 

Under the heading of 'far Left' we include all those who, in the 
I tali an context, can loosely be termed Trotskyist' or 'Bordighist'. 
Like their opposite numbers on the Right-wing of the socialist 
movement, they seek to locate Gramsci in an orbit funda­
mentally alien to Lenin and Leninism. The difference is that 
their counterposition of Gramsci and Lenin is rooted in a 
fundamental critique of the former not the latter. Some Left 
COtIlmentators are more careful and nuanced than others, but 
all generally see Gramsci's writings and pronouncements as a 
key factor in the reformist degeneration ofItalian Communism. 
On this analysis, his alleged desertion of faith is manifest in 
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three ways: (I) through his emphasis on 'war of position' he 
effectively forsook t.he idea of revolutionary insurrection, of 
cataclysm; (2) because of his preoccupation with the movement 
responsible fbr his incarceration, he came to regard the anti­
Fascist struggle as n10re important than the anti-capitalist one; 
in ,his subsrquent support fe)[ liberal restoration and 'organic' 
allIances with objective class enemies, he relinquished the idea 
of a drastic break with the past: and (3) he substituted a 
national for an international perspective: the notebooks \vere 
obsessiveIv concerned \vith the r talian national experience 
\vith a de~ire to 'complete) the Risoraimento task of national 

~ 

integration; this provincial 'culturalist' outlook, traceable t.o the 
Hegelian-Crocean derivation of his Marxisrn, is (in the words of 
one critic) 'the original sin ofGrarnscism '.22 In sum, it is argued 
thaI tbe concepts, terrninology, and strategies devised by 
Gramsci in prison were not proper to revolutionary l\1arxism. 

For an elaboration of this critique, it is appropriate to turn 
once again to Stefano Merli, perhaps the best known and most 
interesting of Gram sci's Left-wing detractors. In the vel"" same 
article where he accuses Gramsci of Stalinist tendencies~ l\·1erli 
launches a diatribe against the Sardinian's 'revisionism',23 
According to this critiq'ue) Gramsci, notwithstanding f"\'idence 
to t.he contrary, tended towards a fatuous theorv of revolution 
'through democratic stages', \Vith its stress (~n democratic 
alliances, rnajor reforms, and widespread consensus, his posi­
tion is reminiscent of the ideoloh'Y of the Second International: 
the revolution will simply happen through a spontaneous 
development; it is not necessary actively to make revoiution; it 
is sufficient for the moment to propose intermediate ol~jectives 
and to concentrate on these exclusively. In faithful expectation 
ofa better world to come, onc devotes all one's attention to the 
existing system, to the manipulation of power relations within 
it. The result, Merli complains, is that one becomes imprisoned 
within the logic of the status quo, with the corollary that the 
fundamental objective fades from view and finally disappears 
into tbe distance. In other words, the revolution gets postponed 
till infinity. The strategy of patient compromise inexorably 
leads to the extinction of any revolutionary fervour; instead 
there develops an implicit assumption that structural trans­
formation can be effected without a negation of historical con-
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tinuity: 'In Gramsci the concept of revolutionary rupture is 
substituted by that of revolution [Di/haut revolulion.'24 In 
:tYlerli's \,jew, then. Gramsci refllrbished the positi\·ist. cyolu­
tionist, social-dnllocratic myth of a qualitative change pro­
duced not by a f(>\'olutionary leap forward but pUH:ly through a 
series of quantitative changes. of piecemeal rei()nns within the 
bourgeois capitalist fi'ame\vork. 

] n essence, if not in detail, rvlerli~s critique is f~lirly typical of 
the genre,25 Some comrnentators, however. are careful to point 
out that Gramsci hirnseW despite the- pernicious potential of his 
theories, sincerd\' detested reic)rmism and all its vvorks. Tito 
Perlini, (clr examI)le: thinks it necessary to st'parate the ol~iec­
tin' logic ofGran1sci's formulations hum his subjective political 
stance. Perlini agrees with peopic like Tv1erli and Tan1burrano 
that the logical outcome of" the 'war or position' srrateg-y is a 
'peaceful road' to socialism; that is) social-democracy in the 
classical Sf'l1Se of the term, From a theoretical point of view) 
Gramsci was no longer a communist revolutionary; but Perlini 
concedes that Gramsci 'could not foresee the depressing results l 

of his ideas, 'results which certainly, politically and morally, 
would have met his firm disapproval', 26 So we have a curious 
situation in which Gramsci adhered theoretically to a social­
democratic' perspective 'without \\·'anting to and without 
realizing it. ... The Gramsci of the Quaderni hides from himself 
the basic fact of his effective renunciation of a revolutionary 
point of view'. He thus sufi(Tcd from 'false consciousness',27 

IV. Th.e Communist Party View 

What is it about PCI policies that causes it to be condemned (or 
lauded) as revisionist' Towards the end. of the last war, the 
Party embarked on a new course, which--despite occasional 
waverings, inconsistencies, and rhetorical retreats-has been 
pursued to the present day. Initially reflecting Stalin's desire to 
mollify the Allies by non-revolutionary policies in liberated 
areas l the new Party programme eschewed working-class 
militance and revolution in favour of a policy of national 
solidarity and renewal. The ostensible goal was to create a 
democratic regime of a 'new-type', which would overcome the 
limits of pre-Fascist democracy and allow for socialist trans­
formations. In practice this has meant a twofold strategy de-
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sigTled: (I) to minimize class conflict by appealing to 'national' 
interests and proletarian 'responsibility', and (:2) to gain the 
alleg'iance of the 'productive' sectors of the economy (the 
peasants and ceti medi) against the common monopolistic enemy, 
In Togliatti's words, the Party seeks a 'grand alliance ofsoci.al 
forces belonging to difli:~rent camps' 1 extending from 'workers, 
hired hands, and peasant small-holders' to 'technicians and 
englneers. . shopkeepers, small and medium entrepreneurs 

. and teachers. professors, artists, men of culture'. 28 Every­
one hut the sp,'culators and big capitalists is fair game; and the 
assumption is that these diverse strata will not respond to 
Comn1Llnist advances unless the Parry endeavours to emerge 
from its ghetto and defend a wide variety of'social and economic 
interests. Togliat ti han1mered home this point during the early 
days oflibcration from Nazi occupation: 

Weare the party of the working class. , , . But the working class has 
nrvCf iWe'1l f(Jreign to the interests ufthe nation. . \Vc can no longer 
be a small association or propagandists fix the general idea:" of com­
munism and marxism,29 

Later, in his polemic against the Chinese) he openly endorsed 
the legitirnacy of the parliamentary system: 'Parliament is part 
ofthc political structurc ofa democratic society and can have a 
greater or lesser degree of representativeness and of democratic 
functionality.' He went on to insist that in Western Europe, a 
socialist solution must guarantee 'an arnple system of political 
liberties and autonomies l.30 It was 'Togliatti's aim, then, to 
establish the Party as a legitimate actor within the Italian 
political system, and to do this through the pursuit of an 
electoral and parliamentary strategy. Such a revisionist policy, 
divergent as it was from the Leninist catechism~ could not 
always be stated with tbe utmost directness and consistency. 
Ever attentive to rumblings on his left, Togliatti usually tried to 
cloak his deviations in familiar Leninist rhetoric,31 thus causing 
a certain amount of confusion. Since, Togliattils death, such 
casuistry has not been much in evidence; indeed, under 
Berlinguer's leadership the-PCI has been at pains to establish 
its democratic uniqueness, even at the expense of playing down 
its Leninist past.32 

Although called forth by circumstances, this post-war de-
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parture was justified by rderence to old ~ods, particularly 
Gramsci, in order to maintain the continuity and cohesion of 
the movement. Gramsd, after his tnartyrdom, became the 
tutdary deity of the Party; its identity was (and still is) bound 
up with his memory. This being the case, the leadership has 
chosen to designate him as the original t.heoretician, the 'found­
ing- hlther', of its popular front type strategy. It was Gramsci, 
they say, who laid the ~roundwork j()f the Via Italiana, the germs 
of which are rec()~nizabJe in his Quaderni. The Party claims to be 
traVt'llin~ in his footsteps; from him it claims to inherit both the 
spirit and methods of struggle. This homage is enshrined in the 
Party's otlicial doctrine. According to its statute, tht PCl is 
'aniI~lated and guidtd by the teac}lings and by tht exarnple of 
Gramsci'.33 vVhat exactly has it learned from him? Certain 
thernes have been constantly reiterated in the Party's numerous 
publications and declarations. Gramsci understood, asserts the 
PCI. that the revolution in the West would be a long march 
requiring intermediate aims and strategies. :Hc was alive to the 
need for class alliances, for caution and short-tenn compromises) 
[or the construction of a national consensus around socialist 
values and principles. It is essentially in this way, we are told, 
that he f()reshadows and sanctions the 'Italian Road'. 

The tactic of ransacking Gramsci's utterances for ex postfacto 
legitimation of Party policy was inaugurated by Togliatti at the 
end of the Second World War. In a much quoted speech at 
Naples on 29 April, 1945, he presented his former colleague and 
comrade as a staunch supporter of anti-Fascist solidarity, a 
prophet of national unity in the task of resistance and demo­
cratic renovation: 

The central idea of'the political action of Gramsci was the idea of 
unity: unity of the working-class parties in the struggle for the defence 
of democratic institutions ... unity of the working~dass parties with 
the- democratic forces which were beginning to organize ... unity of 
the socialist working masses with the Catholic working masses or the 
city and countryside; unity of the workers; unity of workers and 
peasants; unity of workers of the arm with those of the mind) for the 
creation of a great bloc of national forces. 34 

This attempt to invest the 'Italian Road' ideology with 
Gramscian paternity is not to be confused with the democratic 
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socialist interpretation outlined above. While this latter reading 
unequivocally distin"uished Gramsci from Lenin, the ollicial 
interpretation of the PCI, at least when Togliatti was alive, 
pretended that there was little diflerence between the two 
patron saints. C)n this view, the Party's adherence to Gramsci's 
teachings had nothing- whatsoever to do with un-Leninist re­
visionisrn; it was simply a matter of applying Leninist ideas in 
the Italian context, of-so to speak-translating the Russian 
experience into Italian. Hence the polemical attitude towards 
commentators like Giolitti and Tamburrano who found in 
Gramsei a radically new 'occidental is! . approach to the problems 
ofrevolution.35 It \\;as pointed out in the prc\"ious chapter that) 
in the period since Togliatti's demise, the Pany--or at least 
some of its spokesmen-has been more honest and fbrthcoming 
about the very real differences between Gramsci and Lenin. [t 
is now accepted that Gramsci, thou~h still basically a Leninist, 
propounded 'a different vision of the revolution', one emphasiz­
ing the need for broad popular acceptance. br consensus 
around a new culture. 36 It is also possible to detect, since '964, 
a rather more circumspect attitude towards the relevance of 
Grarnsci's teachings themselves, a greater openness about the 
ways in which the Party has developed or elaborated on his legacy. 
For example, a 1967 editorial in Rinascita, while dutifully pro­
claiming 'a substantial continuity of inspiration and direction) 
between Gramsci and the PCI, acknowledges that the Master's 
views have been slowly 'renovated and amplified'. It then 
su"gests that greater account be taken of the 'historical context 
of Gramsci's thought, and of its limits, and of the objective and 
subjective transformations which have come about in these 
thirty years since his death'.37 In other words, while Gramsci's 
ideas provide justification for the 'Italian Road), and constitute 
the foundation for all Party strategy, there can be no question of 
a mechanical application of these ideas, because, as another 
PCI thinker puts it) we are now on 'a new, more advanced, 
terrain),38 Still, the assumption seems to be, even in this 
cautious interpretation, that Gramsci-were he alive today­
would approve of the Party's moderate and flexible line.39 

V. Discussion 

It is easier to sketch out the above positions than to evaluate 
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them. There are two broad reasons for this. First, as should be 
abundantly dear by now, Gramsct's prison writings were 
neither well-defined nor devoid of arnbiguity: theoretical gaps 
and uncertainties often cloud his {(Jrrnulatiol1s, and this aEows 
for a multitude of plausible readings. Second. the various inter­
preta tions that vie\-v Gramsci as a precursor ofthf peaceful road 
to socialism afe not themselves usually enunciated with any 
great precision. Slippery words such as 'reic)rmist', 'revolu­
tionary', 'gradualist) 1 and 'democratic', though sometimes used 
in idiosyncratic ways, are bandied about as if their meanings 
were transparent. Neither is the cause of clarity served when 
analysts make odd distinctions between Granlsci's sut~jective 
commitment to total revolution, and the contrary logical conse­
quences of his theory. It is no small task to assess an interpreta­
tion that one cannot entirely pin down, and the difficulty is 
compounded when tht' evidence is, by is very natun\ fragmen­
tary and incomplete. Yet Grarnsci's prison notes OIl the nature 
of t.he revolution were not so un{()rmed or ambiguous as to be 
beyond distortion. Careful examination of them in their his­
torical context enables us to argue that the above interpreta­
tions, while not wholly {,tlse or implausible, arc seriously detec­
tive and in some respects flatly contrary to Grarnsc.i\ expressed 
convictions. If the democratic road to socialism is simply a 
matter of repudiating minority revolution, willingness to com­
promise on immediate objectives, and a receptive attitude to 
interclass alliances, then Granlsci certainly fanJUred it. If: 
however. it implies disavowal of violence and insurrection. i.e. 
a commitment to gradual evolution througb parliamentary 
channels (and this is the way we normally understand demo­
cratic socialism), then nothing that Gramsci actually says per­
mits us to associate him with it. Conciliation and moderation 
arc little evident in his theory; the Jacobinism be favours is a 
radical and intransigent attitude, involving implacable hostility 
to both the old order and its guardians. And he shows little 
doubt that this hostility must culminate in a violent contest 
which will permit no compromise and which will result in tbe 
annihilation of one of the protagonists. The theory and practice 
of the Third International had been thoroughly imbued with 
emphasis on the historical necessity of violence in the destruc­
tion and construction of states. The creation of a radically new 
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order. after the smashing of the bourgeois state ma.chine, was 
the tOllchstone of Comintern Marxism. Nowhere in his note­
books does Gramsci directly question these principles. Indeed, 
they do not figure prorllinently in his discourse at all) fbI' he was 
mainly interested in pursuing new ideas, in particular the con­
cept of hegemony, that had been overlooked in the tirdess 
proclamation of the official litany. Now does this mean that 
Gramsci intended to nullify these classical revolutionary 
axioms oCthe Comintern tradition? ()r vvas it that they Jbrmcd 
for him an indisputable acquisition which no longer needed 
affirrrlation, a cOlllplex of assumptions tha t underpinned his 
new explorations? The evidence (both direct and indirect) 
would seem to support the latter alternative. It must be 
remembered that Gramsci was ever mindful of the prison 
censor's watchfut eye, and that he W,lS incarcerated fc)r plotting 
to overthrow the state, a charge he \>ig-orously denied. Linder 
these circumstances, it was hardly likely that his writings would 
be preoccupied witb tbe need felr armed struggle. which all 
communists accepted as gospel anyway:. VeL scattered 
throug-hout his notebooks are passages that, in one way or 
another. indicate his acceptance of a violent, coercive phase of 
the revolutionary battle, v;hen a fundamental and condu;-;ive 
break with the past is eff(>cted. 

Interpretations that view Gramsci as an apostle ora constitu­
tional and 'gradual' path to socialism are often based on two 
fallacies: (I) the belief that the 'war of position' strategy and the 
'war of manc:euvre' are seen by him as mutually exclusive 
alternatives, and (2) the belief that support for intermediate 
objectives and class alliances signals an acceptance of historical 
continuity and an exclusion of revolutionary rupture. Each of 
these assumptions will be dealt with in turn. 

Nothing that Gramsci writrs about the 'war of position' 
suggests that the proletarian capture of power will be peaceful 
or parlianlentary. In fact, in his Quaderni, he expresses nothing 
but contempt for the parliamentary system, regarding it as 
irredeemablv elitist and devoid of democratic content.'o His 
remarks on the subject strongly echo those of Lenin in State and 
Revolution, and can only be described as light years away from 
Togliatti's hi~h regard {or the institution. It is possible that, fe)r 
Gramsci, working-class salvation would come about solely 
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through an institution he described as thoroughly corrupt and 
bourgeois to the core of its being? The hallmark of democratic 
socialism is. of course, an unshakable adherence to the pro­
cedures of parliamentary government, which are deemed to be 
neutral in the class struggle. In Gramsci's view, the 'war of 
position' and the 'war of man<ruvre', the strategy of patient 
permeation and subversion and that of frontal attack, are two 
£c)fms of a single war-not mutually exclusive, but complemen­
tary approaches. It is true that Gramsci downgrades the war of 
mana."uvre. Whereas once it was the whole story, it is now only 
'partiaJ';41 but it is still essential to final victory. This point 
emerges from his discussion of military science, from which he 
draws his analogies: 

Even those military technicians whose minds are now fixed on the war 
of position, just as they were previously on that of manQ'uvre, 
certainly do not maintain that the latter must be expunged from 
military science; they merely maintain that. in wars among the more 
industrially and socially advanced States, it must be reduced to more 
of a tactical than a strategic function. , , . The same reduction must take 
place in the art and science rif politics, at least in the case of the most 
advanced States.42 

'I'hus, it is not a matter of choosing, once and for all, one 
strategy or the other. The 'war of position' must be the funda­
mental approach in advanced societies; possession of the 'inner 
fortifications' is the only decisive assurance of ultimate victory. 
But direct assault, while no longer the basic technique of 
revolutionary action, must not be ruled out, and the appro­
priateness of its use in a given situation will be dictated by 
circumstances, To be sure, the recourse to arms is always 
present in Gramsci's mind. In his words, 'every political 
struggle always has a military substratum'.43 And elsewhere in 
his notebooks he declares: 'The decisive element of every situa­
tion is force, permanently organized and arranged of long 
standing ... therefore the essential task is that of systematically 
attending to this force, patiently forming it, developing it, and 
rendering it more and more homogeneous, compact, and self­
conscious' 44 The 'military' aspect of the struggle becomes 
especially important when the proletariat has at last conquered 
the institutions of civil society and solidified a new counter­
hegemony. At this point there remains the climactic attack on' the 
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state fortress: the 'revolution of the spirit' now gives way to the 
'revolution of arms', Gramsci never seemed to entertain the 
possibility of the bourgeoisie giving up without a last-ditch fight 
to the finish. This point is made dear in his notes on the 'crisis of 
authoritv',a situation where- the dominant hegemony is dis­
integrating, where 'the great masses' are 'detached from t.he 
traditional ideologies', where thelT tics to the dominant modes 
of thought are ruptured 45 This may result from purely ex­
ternaL ~)r exogenous forces) such as a lost war. or rn~m the 
conscious mobilization into political awareness of hItherto 
passive and repressed social groups. The purpose oftbe part/s 
'war of position' in civil society is to brmg about preCIsely dus 
'crisis of authority': the ruling classes must be stripped of the 
spiritual prestige that has enabled them to rule with a large 
measure of popular consent; these regressive social groups must 
be left naked. bereft of their ideological robes. But do they then 
step aside peaceably and voluntarily? :L'\ot according to Gramsci. 
Rather they become' "dominant", exercising coercive fiJree 
alone, . , .' .46 That is, in place of consensus we get 'coercion in 
forms less and less disguised and indirect ... ' 47 To him, it was 
in the nature of the bourgeois state that, in any final confronta­
tion, the armed apparatus of repression would inevitably 
supplant the ideological apparatus to occupy the dominant 
position in the structure of class power. In such a scenano, a 
typically reformist posture is not likely to prove effective, and 
Gramsci never even considered it. In his political discussions 
and lectures at Turi in 1930, he was unequivocal about his 
ultimate objectives (though some of his fellow prisoners 
obviously doubted his sincerity). According to Lisa's report he 
affirmed that 'the violent conquest of power requires the 
creation, by the Party of the proletariat, of an organization of a 
military type, which ... is diffused in all the branches of the 
bourgeois state apparatus, and is capable of wounding and 
inflicting serious blows on it at the decisive moment of struggle', 
In his Quademi we find no clear-cut discussion of 'the decisive 
moment of struggle', but he does at one point refer £'lVourably to 
'the destruction of the State machine' and goes on to say that 
only 'abstract and schematic minds' would deny that, through 
such destruction, 'one comes to produce another stronger and 
better constructed one' 48 
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No matter how successful the proletariat was in dividing and 
demoralizing the coercive state machine. there still would re­
main a hard core of counter-revolutionary forces who could not 
bc converted but only vanquished. Even the most popular 
rcvojution would not be unanimous. Gramsci's undoubted re­
gard il)r the liberal values offree speech and discussion did not 
move him to elf'ny that the ruling circles, their 'lackeys', and any 
other recalcitrants must be pummelled into accepting the new 
order. Just as the communist in bourgeois society is forced to 
respect property rights, whether he likes it or not, so the anti­
communist must be coerced into obedience to basic revolu­
tionary principles. Socialist transI(xmatioIl) to Gramsci, was no 
gentlemanly amtir, carried out with meticulous concern for 
liberal constitutional principles. In sum, while he refused to 
follow Sorel in attributing a mythical and therapeutic content 
to violence, his theory did not shrink from it. The war of 
mann~uvr(' is a crucial supplement to the war of position, and, 
contrary to vvhat certain commentators believe,49 it is not 
simply the conclusive act. the dotting of the 'i' of the revolu­
tionary process. Gramsci suggests that physical confrontation 
and other militant tactics, while necessarily subordinate to the 
strategy of perrnc:ation inside the superstructure of bourgeois 
society, must always be kept in reserve, to be used as the 
situation demands. 

1 t is not just Gramsci's downgrading of the 'war of move-­
rnent' that encourages 'gradualist' interpretations of his prison 
legacy. His \villingness to work fix intermediate objectives:, to 
stri\T f()r c:lass alliances, to build consensus, and to· adjust the 
revolutionary process to specific national practices have 
also played a part. Gramsci. it is argued (especially by those on 
the far Left): was so anxious to compromise, to work within the 
existing framework, that he lost sight of the need for revolu­
tionary purity, for an unwavering commitment to a radical 
rupture with the past. And so he came to regard socialist 
transf(xmation as a smooth and happy process, unmarred by 
severe dislocations and perfectly attuned to national traditions. 
This line of interpretation, with its presumption that flexibility 
equals revisionism) cannot withstand scrutiny. There is no 
greater paragon of revolutionary determination than Lenin) 
and he was the unparalleled master at adapting first principles 
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to particular situations. In his eyes, 1\larxism was a guide, not a 
dogma. Strategy was to be formulated not by bJindly pursuing 
what ~-1arx and Engels had advocated in difIt'rent situations 
but only by fCJllowin?; their method of deriving pro~rammes 
from the problem of the moment. All the injunctions that are 
presumed to relket a lack of revolutionary resolve in Gramsci 
were prefigured by Lenin, and in him this flexibility is 
applauded as evidence of tactical brilliance. I t was the hero of 
19 J 7 who first understood that the proletariat nced not be the 
sole bearer of Marxist rcvolution, and that alliance vvith the 
peasantry could serve to give history a needed push. I twas 
Lenin who argurd, in Two Tactic.r qf Social Democraq, that the 
cause of communism could be adY,,inced. in certain historical 
conjunctures, by the institution of a liberal regime \",jth pro­
letarian support. And it was Lenin, of courst, who showed that 
the path to revolution need not f()llow a universal pattern, valid 
for all countries. True, it was a Comintern assumption that all 
subsequent revolutions must essenlially conf()rm to the 
Bolshevik model. But Lenin himself was (in some moods) less 
rigid than is usually supposed and often stressed the important 
difIerences between \\Testern Europe and Russia. For example, 
in defending the L~ nited Front strategy at the Third Congress of 
HJ:21 ~ he pointed out the need to take account of VVestern 
c;mdi tions-so differen t from those of his homeland. The 
October Revolution, he insisted, did not constitute a lesson to 
be learned by rote.50 Presurnably, this is what Gramsci had in 
mind when he generously said: 'It seems to me that Lenin 
understood that a change was necessal)/ from the war of 
manceuvre 1 applied victoriously in the East in 1917, to a war of 
position, which was the only possible form in the 
iVest ... '51 But, it might be asked, did not Gramsci take this 
Leninist flexibility and pragmatism to unrevolutionary lengths? 
There is, I think, an anachronistic tendency to look at Gramsci 
through the lens of contemporary PCI behaviour and to ignore 
the very different context within which he thought and acted. 
His call for a parliamentary 'interlude' and a policy of pro­
letarian alliances arose out of what he admitted to be novel and 
exceptional circumstances-the phenomenon of popular 
fascism, an exiled and decimated Communist Party. Gramsci's 
prison yard discussions and-to a lesser extent-his notes on 
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revolutionary strategy were mainly concerned with the peculiar 
I talian situation. There is no real rcason to assume that he 
would have approved of a similar strategy in the more favour­
able climate of post-war liberalism, wherein the PCI, because of 
its role in the Resistance, has enjoyed unprecedented prestige 
and an immensely sophisticated organizational structure. In 
any case the Party's drive f()f 'respectability' and its ;frantic, 
almost pathetic search for allies in every section ofItalian life'52 
have little to do with the 'Modern Prince' of Gram sci's concep­
tion. Superficial similarities should not be allowed to blur 
fundamental differences. Gramsci may have been willing to 
cultivate instrumental alliances with lower-middle-class groups, 
but he certainly did not, like his successors, include industria­
lists and entrepreneurs in this category. The movement he 
envisaged, moreover, was to remain under the firm leadership 
of the proletariat; this was the true revolutionary class, to which 
allied groups must defer. Nowhere did he propose anything 
resembling TogHatti's 'national' Party, accepting labourers 
and proprietors as virtually equal partners. Nor is Gramsci's 
reluctant acceptance of a liberal-democratic intennezzo to be 
confused with Togliatti's impassioned defence of parliamentary 
government as an integral part of the socialist future. In fact, 
the line Gramsci took in the '[uri discussions and in his note­
books was not substantilly dillerent from the line he adopted in 
'924, when he was the Comintern's favourite Italian revolu­
tionary: 

What must be the political posture and tactics of our Party in the 
present situation? The situation is 'democratic' because the great 
labouring masses are disorganized, dispersed, and atomized into a 
confused multitude .... The essential task of our Party consists in the 
conquest of the majority of the labouring class; the phase we are 
passing through is not that of the direct struggle for power, but a 
preparatory phase of transition to the struggle for power, a phase, in 
short, of agitation, of propaganda, of organization.53 

What moved Gramsci's super-militant prison comrades to 
denounce him as a social-democrat was not so much that his 
ideas had shifted to the Right, but that the Comintern policy 
had shifted mightily to the Left. 

As I noted earlier, it is a common fallacy to conllate the 
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possible empirical consequences of a thinker's ideas with the ideas 
thenlse!ges. A Communist Party that follows Gramsci's instruc­
tions and imm'erses itself in pr~sent social reality mqr come to 
identify with that realitv. Any radical movement that is careful 
to adapt its activity to the particular national culture runs the risk 
of becoming absorbed into that culture. The de-radicalization 
of European Marxist parties, like the SPD, hears witness to this 
possibility. Be that as it may, Gramsci made it abundantly 
clear, in his prison writings, that such an outcome was 
anathema to him; and he did this not just in his (let it be 
admitted) infrequent and allusive references to the need for 
violent tactics, but also in his discussions of the dialectic, in 
which he insists that revolution must be total, introducing 
radically new modes o[thinking, feeling and behaving. 

()ne aspect of Gramsci's criticism of Croce centres on the 
latter's manner of conceiving the moments of the dialectical 
process and the passage from one to the other. According to 

Gramsci, he misconstrues the mechanism of the Hegelian­
Marxist dialectic; indeed, his conception amounts to a 'mutila­
tion of Hegeliauism and of tbe dialectic'. 54 Croce, it is argued, 
makes the same error for which Marx reproached Proudhon in 
a famous passage of the The Pover1y of Philosopky, where the 
'philosopher of praxis' accused the Frenchman of having mis­
understood the meaning of the dialectic. Marx underlined the 
force of negativi£y in history, which for him was the nucleus of 
dialectical thought. Properly understood, the dialectic was a 
movement of opposition or passage from aflirmation to negation 
to negation of the negation. Proudhon, on the other hand, had 
wrongly argued that the 'good side' of every historical moment 
was preserved in the dialectical antithesis. With explicit refer­
ence to Marx)s critique, Gramsci attack Croce for presupposing 
that 'the thesis must he "conserved" bv the antithesis in order 
not to destroy the historical proces; ... '55 This position, 
Gramsci writes) entails a disavowaL of the force of negativity, 
which constitutes the backbone of the dialectic and o[history. 
In historical reality, 'Every antithesis must necessarily po~e 
itselfas the radical antagonist to the thesis, to the point where it 
resolves to destroy and replace it completely' 56 Again, 'In real 
history, the antithesis tends to destroy the thesis .. .'57 
Genuine dialectical thought, then, considers the antithesis as 
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the total negation of the thesis, which is demolished and not 
merely modified. Progress is discontinuous, fbI' dialectical ten­
sion, when it reaches a certain point. precipitates a cataclysm. 
Interestingly enough, Gramsci brings his purely philosophical 
argument dov'/l1 to the level of practical politics. The idea that 
the antithrsis conserves the 'good side' of the thesis, or alterna­
tively, that the thesis comes to incorporate a part of the anti­
thesis, is not simply a faJsification of the dialectic. VVorse, its 
political manifestation is the rdixmism, a la Bernstein,58 which 
seeks to attenuate the dialectical dash between capitalism and 
socialism. 59 Historical analysis based on the 'degenerate and 
nlutilated Hegelianism' of the Croces of this world, we arc 
informed. is allied to 'a panicky fear of Jacob in movements, of 
every active intervention or the great popular masses as a blctor 
of historical progress' .60 By eneryating the antithesis, Croce 
and Proudhon reduce 'the dialectic to a process of reformist 
evolution. "revolution-restoration'\ in which only the second 
term is valid, because it is a matter of continually patching up 
from without an organism that does not possess internally the 
proper conditions of health'. Rd()rmist illusions notwithstand­
ing, historical development has nothing to do with evolution; 

, nor is it a 'sporting game, with its umpire and its pre-.estab­
lished rules to be loyally respected ... '61 

I n these renections on the dialectic, Gramsci is repeating, in 
philosophical language, his youthful intransigence and con­
tempt for rei()fmist socialislll. The proletariat is t.he antithesis, 
the innovative force; the thesis is the capitalist social order. The 
mature Gramsci certainly did repudiate the politics of tanto 
peggio, tanto meglio (the worse, the better), as flagrantly irrespon­
sible: reforms were worth fighting for. What is more, he believed 
that revolutionary strategy must be intimately related to the 
historically defined circumstances of its operation, to the 
unique national configuration, and not simply represent a 
slavish imitation of the Soviet model, whose socio-cultural con­
text was in many ways sui generis, But when people like Merli 
infer from this that Gramsci abandoned the idea of revolu­
tionary rupture, they are grossly mistaken 62 

Does the line of argument put forward here mean that 
various commentators are correct when they stress the t.heo­
retical distance between Gramsci and (what they deem to be) a 
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corpulent, complacent PCI, whose- only purpose is to gain a few 
more votes at each election? ~lust we agree with Lucio Colletti, 
when he declares: '''\ie should not allow either Amendola [see 
note :17 to this chapter] or anybody else to cover themselves 
with t.he naITIe of Gramsci as they pursue the-ir own-very 
dine-rent-aims ,?63 Must we conclude, with Jocteau, that a 
'democratic' interpretation has no 'serious foundation either in 
the theoretical positions or in the strategies and political direc­
tives that Granlsci eiaborated,?64 The reader, I hope, will not 
accuse fit' ofinconsisteYlcy if I fight shy oran aHirmati\'(; answer 
to all these questions. In a certain measure, the PCI does distort 
Gramsci's legacy when it links his name to policies Gu more 
moderate and conciliatory than an),thing he evcr advorated­
indeed, similar to lhose he condernned. Still, the relationship 
between Gramsci's thought and the contemporary PCI is an 
intricate one; it cannot he convinCingly maintained that there is 
no tie. In order to illustrate this point.. I propose two distinctions 
rarely n1adl' in the literature on the sul:~ject: on the one hand, a 
distinction between the letter of Gramsci's directives and their 
spirit: on the other, between r~r()rmism and the pel's 'democratic 
road to socialism'. I t is no\\' widely accepted. t.)y cynics on both 
the Right and the LdL that t.he PCl has betrayed its lVlarxist­
Leninist soul, its revolutionary heritage. In its search !()r a 
'politics of unit:,...' , the Party, on this argument) now eschews any 
programme of major social and political change in the f(xcsce­
able future. Instead its paramount goals are maintaining 
electoral strength and pr~jectjng an image of responsibility. 
Consequently, the ultimate goal of socialism has been pushed 
so far into the background that it has vanished from sight. In its 
anxiety to meet the imperatives of new conditions, the PCl is 
moving along the familiar path once trodden by the German 
Socialist Party; it is shedding its revolutionary baggage and fast 
becoming a reformist party, interested in little more than piece­
meal alterations to a system whose premises it now embraces. 
This is not the place for a lengthy discussion of the 1 tali an 
Communist Party, but a few remarks would not be amiss. It 
should be pointed Qut, to begin with, that the structural reforms 
for which it fights are in no sense conceived as a means of 
improving capitalist society. According to its self-image, the PCI 
is putting fClrward intermediate objectives which foreshadow 
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socialist solutions. These intermediate objectives, by expanding 
democratic control of political life, and by removing zones of 
activity from the criteria of profitableness, are allegedly 
designed to hinder capitalism's perpetuation, to sharpen and 
underline the conflict between the general interest and the 
interests of the monopolies. So the Party is not simply in the 
business of winning votes, but of mobilizing a wide variety of 
social fo-rees around radical programmatic goals which contra­
dict the inherent presuppositions of capitalism. To quote 
Giorgio Napolitano, the PCI's chief economic spokesman: 
'What we are trying to do is to give ever newer and richer 
content to democracy-promoting an eflective mass participa­
tion in the management of economic, social and political life, 
transfixrning econornic and social structures, carrying out sub­
stantial changes in the power relationships between the 
classes'.6s The point is to break through the logic of conven­
tional politics and induce fundamental change through an 
alteration oCattitudes and a mass mobilization of social pressure. 
Of course, the PCI has not yct eflected any structural trans­
f()rmations, but the potential is tbere. Its behaviour has led to 
the erosion of the psychological and ideological barriers against 
its acceptance as a full and legitimate participant in the Italian 
political system. Indeed, it is no exaggeration to say that the 
PCI has become the 'natural' Party of the Italian intelligentsia. 
The Party, in brief; has gone some way towards creating the 
counter-hegemony of Gramsci's dreams. Wbether or not its 
leaders are sincere in their socialist commitment is a matter of 
conjecture and, fortunately, not altogether relevant here. What is 
important is that they have articulated a plausible parliamentary 
strategy for the achievement of radical socialism, which is to be 
distinguished from social-democracy. And nothing in their 
actual policies clearly indicates a retreat from their avowed 
goals. It is worth keeping in mind, then, that wben the Italian 
Communists appropriate Gramsci as a founder of their parti­
cular line, the line in question has a fair claim to be considered 
properly Marxist and (in a non-insurrectionary sense) revolu­
tionary. The cynics have probably read too much into the 
Party's bourgeois demeanour and liberal-sounding rhetoric. 

The second distinction that needs to be drawn is between 
what Gramsci actually said, which is in crucial respects divergent 
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from PCI strategy, and the spirit that informed his entire 
approach. Gramsci, after 1929, attacked sectarianism, not the 
idea of revolution itself. He defined sectarianism as an inability 
to adjust theory to changing circumstances; rather, theories 
must respond to 'actual history, concrete existence'; they must 
be 'adapted to time and place, as ifgushing from all the pores of 
the determinate society that needs to be transkJ1med'66 The 
result would be a 'realistic politics' purged of 'every vague and 
purely ideological element'67 I tis tbis realism-as opposed to 
moderation-that underlies bis call for the Italian Communist 
Party to 'nationalize itself, to speak to the particular customs 
and aspirations of the Italian people, Now it may be that 
Gramsci's approach to socialism, with its intransigence and 
contempt for constitutional forms, would be counterproductive 
in the circumstances of modern Europe. To speeulate about 
what Gramsci 'would have done' were he alive today is a futile 
exercise, f()r he would no longer be the same Gramsci. I t can be 
said, however, that he had little time for doctrinal purity, 
especially in his prison years, and was quite prepared to over­
ride Marxist-Leninist traditions when he judged them inappro­
priate. In so far as its pragmatism is neitber old-fashioned 
reformism nor rank opportunism, the PCl can plausibly claim 
to be following the spirit, if not the letter, "fGramsci' teachings. 
Furthermore, some Party attitudes and policies undoubtedly 
originate in his writings. In its healthy respect for the classical 
democratic values of free debate and popular participation, in 
its search fC)f consensus and ideological suprclnacy, and in its 
abiding desire to 'complete' tbe Risorgimento and build a 
unified national culture, tbe PCI certainly echoes themes that 
were dear to Gramsci's heart (though they may be more consis­
tent than he was in tbeir adherence to these ideas). In its more 
subtle and measured forms, then, the PCI interpretation of 
Gramsci, while misleading, does possess a certain element 
of truth. 

To conclude, the 'gradualist' interpretation of Gramsci, 
though not without foundation, is incompatible with his ex­
pressed views. And when this interpretation takes the form of 
equating his thoughts with social-democracy, it enters the realm 
of pure fantasy. Despite his pragmatism and concern for 
popular support, Gramsci never deviated from a belief in total 
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revolution brought about in part through the intervention of 
armed force. While some oflhe currently fashionable doctrines 
of EUrOCOITlmUnism do have a Renuine basis in his ideas) he 
himself remained steadfastly committed to the very anti-parlia­
mentarlsm ,and insurrectionism the Eurocommunists have 
repudiated. Why has Gramsci's position been distorted·! Com­
mentators to his Right have probably been motivated by a 
combination of opportunism and wishful thinking; those to his 
Left by absurd notions of revolutionary purity, usually based on 
a fetishistic concept of 'internationalism' and generally oblivious 
to the exigencies of historical reality. Yet again we see how 
Gramsci studies have been contaminated by contemporary 
political polemics. 

CHAPTER 7 

Evaluation and Conclusion 

Who has really attempted to follow up the explora­
tions of Marx and Engels? I can only think of 
Gramsci. 

Louis Althusser, For A1arx 

As THE above quotation suggests, Gramsci's harshest critics 
were impressed by his theoretical aims and achievements. But 
just how valid is his doctrine of hegemony and its surrounding 
tbeory, from both a scientific and ethical point of view? Earlier it 

,was said that Gramsci's Quademi provide innovative answers to 
three major questions which have troubled Marxism during the 
past half century or so. (I) How does one explain the survival of 
capitalism long after it should have passed into oblivion-why 
has the proletariat not developed the necessary class conscious­
ness to make revolution in the advanced capitalist zones' (2) 
What strategy should be adopted by a Marxist party operating 
within a liberal democratic state, where the regime is firmly 
established and where the 'exploited' classes are more or less 
integrated into the system? (3) Why have actual socialist states 
failed so abysmally in their 'historically defined' task of achiev­
ing popular liberation? In what follows, some attempt will be 
made to assess Gramsci's proposed (or implicit) solutions to 
these problems. Accordingly, we shall-for purposes of discus­
sion--divide his theory into three components, roughly cor­
responding to the above questions, and consider each one in 
turn. The Sardinian offers: (I) a diagnosis, or analysis, of modern 
capitalist society; (2) a strategy for overthrowing this society; and 
C,) a new vision or concept of Marxism--one bringing it more in 
line with the classical values of the liberal, humanist tradition. 
Because it raises so many fundamental theoretical and empirical 

'issues, whose complexity is notorious, OUf evaluation of 
Gramsci's contribution can do little more than scratch the 
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surface and indicate areas· where further research or more 
extensive analysis might bear fruit. It is hoped that this un­

. avoidable sacrifice of depth will be more than counterbalanced 
by the breadth and suggestiveness of the ensuing observations. 

I. Gramsci's Analysis 

Since it has been argued that Gramsci's concept of hegemony is 
solidly grounded in the Marxist proposition that the economic 
'base' in some sense conditions or shapes all other social and 
cultural phenomena, it might be prudent to subject this core 
tenet of historical materialism to brief critical inspection. One 
logical objection (that base and superstructure are not con­
ceptually distinct) has already been dismissed as irrelevant at 
best (see pa?;es r r8-g), but awesome difficulties remain. In 
searching for (strict or qualified) causal links between various 
spheres of social life, we assume that, in principle, these spheres 
can be delimited. But is such specification possible in practice? 
The range of phenomena on which a natural process depends is 
often very restricted and can easily be identified and isolated. 
We are usually interested in only a small number of properties 
of the examined natural process. In order to explain them and 
predict their future change, it sullices to take into account a 
limited number of other properties with which they usually 
stand in some relatively simple functional relationship. But in 
human society we deal with concrete totalities, not with abstract 
properties, and the boundary conditions of a given field of 
activity remain more or less vague. Closely related to this 
obstacle is the problem discussed by Blalock.' We could dis­
cover the precise relationships between the various spheres of 
social life only if changes in each sphere were to occur discretely, 
with a long enough interval between each change for the 
observer to note the temporal sequences involved. U nfortu­
nately the real world does not operate so neatly. Historically, 
changes in both base and superstructure have occurred simul­
taneously and continuously, making it hard to isolate distinct 
orders of succession. To discover correlations, or 'elective 
affinities', is not sufficient, because a correlation, in itself. can 
tell us nothing about the direction of causation. What all these 
considerations point to is this: it is beyond the realm of possi-
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bility to conduct anything like a controlled experiment of the 
materialist hypothesis. This would be true even if the doctrine 
were rigorously formulated, and one searches in vain for such 
formulation in Gramsci's writings. Still, the apparent methodo­
logical impossibility of proving that some factor B in social life is a 
derivation of some other factor A does not render the relation­
ship lo,~ical£y impossible. Nor does it mean that rational argu­
ment about such relationships is pointless. Let us avoid the 
empiricist fallacy of assuming that what cannot be properly 
observed and measured does not exist. 

It would seem, then, that two inter-connected contentions 
embedded in Gramsci's doctrine of hegemony are not sus­
ceptible to conclusive proof or disproof: (r) the dominant ideas 
in capitalist society (e.g. conventional conceptions of democracy, 
rights, property, justice) arose out of the experience and exclu­
sive needs of the bourgeois class, and (2) a new 'authentic' 
proletarian world-view is immanent in the changing system of 
production and 'implicit' in 'deviant' forms of working-class 
behaviour. Both these assertions presuppose the causal primacy 
of the economic factor. However, Gramsci's theory of hegemony 
involves two further claims, whose soundness or otherwise does 
not depend upon a prior assessment of historical materialism as 
an explanatory tool. The first is an analytic-explanatory one: 
that consensus over values and beliefs is the major source of 
cohesion in bourgeois society. The second claim is empirical: 
that existing capitalist societies do indeed exhibit consensual 
integration. Each of these will now be examined. 

Broadly speaking, modern social thought has suggested two 
main types of answer to the Hobbesian question: why does 
social order exist? On the one hand, there is the school which 
adheres to a consensual model of industrial society (i.e. con­
sensus theory); on the other, the school which focuses on con­
flict and value differentiation (i.e. conflict, or coercion, theory). 
We shall present these divergent perspectives in an abbreviated 
and somewhat exaggerated form in order to highlight their 
main themes. Consensus theory) associated with the Parsonian 
functionalist strand of thought, holds that the solution to the 
problem of order lies essentially in shared norms, values and 
beliefs. (Different writers stress one or another of these.) The 
first influential progenitor of the consensual model was Alexis 
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de Tocqueville, who offered a succinct version orits essence in 
DemocraCl' in America: 

i\ society can C'xist only when a great number of men consider a great 
numher oj' things from the same point of'view; vi,'hen they hold the 
same opinions upon many subjects, \vhell the same occurrences 
suggest the same thoughts and impressions to their minds. 2 

\lVhiir it is not denied that elements of coercion arc present in 
the control system oreverv society, the function of such coercion 
is minimized. ()bedience j's viewed as a consequence of socialized 
con1mitment to the ongoing social set Up.3 Though its roots 
might be said to reach back to Hobbes's notion of the 'war of all 
against all', conflict. or coercion, theory' was (irst pul f(.award 
svstematieally by Marx. But it has also received much non­
Marxist expression in modern sociology. RalfDahrendorfin his 
Class and Class Conflict in Industrial Sociefy has perhaps been most 
explicit: 'Every society displays at every point dissensus and 
conflict; social conflict is ubiquitous . .. the distribution of 
authority . . . is t.he ultimate "causeI' of the formation ofconflict. 
groups. '4 Conflict is endemic in all systems which institutiona­
lize stratification, because they presuppose diHt'fential access to 
scarce resources. It follovvs that power, not norms, is the key 
variable for explaining social order: men confrmn largely. ifnot 
wholly, because they are compelled to do so by those who 
monopolize the means of coercion. Non-compliance exposes 
one to physical punishment, deprivation of property, resources, 
rigbts, etc. 

In the past two decades. attempts have bel:n made to subject 
consensus and conflict theories to empirical testing. The merit 
of many of these studies, most of tbem done in the USA and 
Britain, is doubtful on metbodological grounds.s In any case, 
belief systems (assuming they are conceptuallv distinct and 
separately identifiable from actual behaviour) do not surrender 
easily to empirical study and quantification. One very thorny 
problem intrinsic in the use of formal survey metbods might be 
called linguistic. and arises from the artificiality of tbe pro­
cedure. Poorly educated people may not be able to grasp the 
meaning of the questions put to tbem. They.may, in conse­
quence, provide answers which do not really reflect their 
opinions or inclinations. On the other band, middle-class re-
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spondents, because of their relative sophistication, will be much 
rnore familiar with the clicht's and symbols embodied in the 
questions; thcy will rcadily understand which answer is socially 
acceptable and might rep Iv accordinglv. In addition. what is 
elicited in scientific investigation is a frozen entity or disposi­
tion, lacking the fluidity of its normal operation. Attitudes are 
complex things. incessantly modified by subtle and barely con­
scious considerations and subject to drastic change over time. 
Thus the responses elicited by even the most cardldly designed 
questionnaires must be accepted wit.h great caution. But even if 
it is granted that the investigator can ascertain people's beliefs) 
there rernains the further difficulty of assessing thc relationship 
between these beliefs and concrete action. E\·idencc suggests 
that the connection may be tenuous. 6 To the extent that this is 
true, the mere compilation of statistics about mass opinions 
runs the risk of becoming a rarefied proceeding of questionable 
relevance to the real world of social and political activity. 

Clearly, no definitive solution to the Hobbesian problem of 
order emerges from 1.he survey work available. Nevertheless, at 
least some of the empirical findings 10 date cannot be dismissed 
as unreliable or invalid. Taken as a whole. these results je)llow a 
definite pattern and shed light on the nllturc of mass beliefs (if 
not on their significance jelr social stability). And the charac­
teristics which are discernible tend to substantiate Gramsci's 
description of'contradictory consciousness'. 

First, it is now undeniable that the beliefs of most men are 
inconsistent and often incoherent. 7 'I'he textbook model of the 
rational democratic: citizen, fully aware of and perfectly com­
mitted to the constituent ideas of the liberal IVeltanschauung, 
finds little basis in reality. None the less, it is birly clear that 
there exists, at least in Britain and the USA, widespread 
adhesion to certain syrnhols, values, and cognitions which are 
supportive of the existing system. According to the findings of 
Gabriel Almond and Sidney Verba. j'lr instance. the 'demo­
cratic myth'-tbc belief that political decisions and outcomes 
are responsive to the claims of each and every citizen-is alive 
and well in both countries'" And while the extent of political 
equality seems to beaver-estimated by the British populace, the 
magnit,ude of social ,and economic inequality appears to be 
under-estimated, W. G. Runciman's research into working-class 
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feelings about tbeir position in society points to a striking 
discrepancy between the degree of deprivation subjectively 
perceived and objective inequality. Because of their social 
isolation and perceptual limitations, many members of the 
more disadvantaged strata are quite simply unaware of how 
deprived they are in relation to other groups in the stratification 
hierarchy.9 There is some reason to believe, moreover, that 
existing inequalities arc considered legitimate. McKenzie and 
Silver, in their classic analysis of working-class conservatism in 
Britain, discovered that only faur per cent of manual workers 
endorsed abolition of the monarchy, while anly one in three 
favoured any change in the status af the Hause of Lords. 
Although it is arguable that the primary function of these 
institutions is to provide traditional legitimacy for their own 
subordination, members of the labouring class apparently 
regard them as valuable and integral parts of the British 
heritage10 Turning ta the United States, we find evidence to 
suggest that the great majority of citizens really do accept the 
oflicial myths about the opportunity structure. In a small mid­
western industrial town, filr example, 76 per cent of the res­
pondents agreed that America is such a land of opportunity that 
anyone who works hard can go as far as he wants. (And 24 per 
cent of the sample was hlaek!) 11 That British and American 
workers hold a benign image of their respective socia-political 
orders, at least on a general level, has also been documented in a 
number of other investigations. 12 

Yet there is also considerable survey evidence which indicates 
deviance from dominant ideological tenets. This deviance) 
however) rarely seems to consist of conscious rejection ofestab­
lished definitions; rather, it generally involves ignoring these 
definitions when specific actions or responses are called for. 
Dissensus mainly expresses itself either in actual behaviour in 
concrete situations, or in responses to specific questions about 
the application of general values and beliefs, or in responses 
that concern everyday life and material well-being. 

To take one example, it is a common finding in research that 
ind us trial workers often endorse middle-class criticisms of the 
trade unions. A 1969 survey found that 67 per cent of trade 
union respondents subscribed ta the statement that their leaders' 
activities constituted a 'threat to the prosperity of the country'.13 
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Other studies report like findings.'4 All the same, there is little 
evidence that workers wish to limit trade union power in their 
own enterprises 15 or that they are opposed to socially disruptive, 
illegal and even violent industrial action in illrthcrancc of their 
own particular demands. 

In reviewing much of the literature on delinquency, Hyman 
Rodman finds a sinliIarly paradoxical situation. He concludes 
that because lower-class people often find dominant \'alues, 
such as achievf:nlent orientation, irrelevant to their particular 
circumstances, thev come to tolerate and eventually to evaluate 
favourably certain 'deviations frOIn these values. B'ut the result 
is not aba~donment or even flouting of the middle-class ethos; it 
is, instead, what Rodman calls a 'stretched valuc system', with 
a low degree of comn1itrnent to all values, including the 
dominant oncs. 16 

Drawing these survey results together, it would seem that the 
average man tends to have two kvels of normative refereIlce­
the abstract and the situationaJ.17 On the fbrmer plane, he 
expresses a great deal of agreement with the dominant ideology; 
on the latter, he reveals not outright dissensus but a diminished 
level of commitment to the "bourgeois' ethos, because it is often 
inapposite to the exigencies or his class pos1tion. Serious dis­
content and militant postures oft'en come to the surface: but 
they are not accompanied by a realistic appraisal of alternative 
structures. Bot.h the consensus and conflict schools stand 
partially refuted by the evidence. 

Hence, despite his lack offamiliarity with questionnaires and 
computers, Gramsci comprehended what appear to be the 
salient features of mass consciousness in those advanced (apita­
list societies where Communist Parties have made no inroads. 
To hegin with, he understood that the avera!,;e individual's 
belief system is internally contradictorv; yet he also recognized 
the widespread, if somewhat equivocal, acceptance of percep­
tions and values favourable to the status quo. It is~ of course, 
diflicult to prove that this abstract adherence has substantive 
ilnplications for action. As pointed ou1 above. much research 
casts some doubt on the operational significance of the existing 
consensus; and no one yet has adequately specified either the 
conditions under which people's beliefs influence their re­
sponses or the forms these influences take. Gramsci himself saw 
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that there was often inconsistency between expressed belief and 
action. that attachment to the dominant ideology' vvas neither 
without qualification nor always incarnated in practice. In his 
schema. it will be recalled. the members of the subordinate 
classes come to accept the dominant network of beliefs as an 
abstract version of reality. but their life conditions weaken its 
binding fi)[ce in the actu~i conduct of aflairs. StilL it is reason­
able to hypothesize. as did Gramsci, tbat anv form of adherence, 
whether superficial or pro£(:mndly internalized, has conse­
quences for behaviour, even if only to encourage ambi\'alence 
and confine deviant action within certain boundaries. IS 

Although the results of the existing survey studies are neither 
conclusive- nor devoid oLlmbiguity, we must (tentatively) grant 
the substantial accuracy of Gramsci's depiction of 'contradic­
tory consciousness', Even in ostensibly consensual (~apitalist 
societies, the concrete behaviour and responses of the masses 
provide intimations, however vague, of an alternative world­
view. vVhile these intimations may not, pace Gramsci, indicate a 
proletarian ideology in embryo, they nevertheless constitute a 
popular base upon which such an ideologv could be built. Hthe 
available evidence fails to support the more complacent theories 
of consensus. guided as they' art' by images of a genuinely 
happy. well-adjusted work 1(Jr('C, it also shakes the f(lUudations 
of those 'pessimistic' ~1arxist and neo-f\.1arxist interpretations 
which view the \IVestern \vorker as a 'one-dimensional' pseudo­
being, the victim of a massive and virt.ually impenetrable 'false 
consciousness'. I n assuming the absolute dIicacy of the estab­
lished universe of discourse and action. thinkers like I'vlarcuse 
exaggerate the homogenity and tidiness of the system and thus 
overstate, perhaps, the insurmountability of the gulf between 
socialist thought and proletarian action. 

It seems evident that Gramsci's conception of mass con­
sciousness is more valid empirically than either the consensus 
or conflict models. It is also possible to demonstrate that 
Granlsci's conception rests on sounder theoretical under­
pInnIngs. 

The weaknesses of consensus theory have been constantly 
reiteratt"d by its many critics. The principal objection is two­
fold. First, the theory implicitly assumes an independent conver­
gence in the outlooks of different classes: it fails to clarify the 
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connection between the distribution of power and the legitima­
tion of values. The pos'$)ibility that socialization is an imposition 
of beliefs and values de haut en bas is not even considered. Second, 
the theory uncritically accepts the doubtful premise that social 
stratification. as we know it in the VVest, is both inevitable and 
beneficial to all concerned. Thus any f(xm of normative and 
cognitive unity that promotes the s'tability of the system is 
looked upon as inherently valuable and 'dassless'. Consensus 
theory, in other words, 't.ends to become a metaphysical repre­
sentation of the dominant ideologica.l rnatrix';19 it typically 
considers neither thC' orip,in of common agreement nor the ques­
tion of tf.!ho benefits disproportionately from it. Gramsci~ as a 
J'vlarxist, avoided this pithlL His concept ofhegemorl\' reic'rs to 

a set of ideas which are dorninant as a consequence of {j particular 
stru.cture qf power. To him, bourgeois hegemony was a legitimating 
ITlask over the predatory nature of class domination. vVhether 
or not we ful{v agree with him on this point, it certainly is 
inadequate to discuss consensus in isolation from t.he massive 
inequalities of wealth and power that continue to plague most 
\""est.ern societies. 

The theoretical deficiencies of the conflict model are no less 
fundan1entaI than those of its rival. I'vlost irnportant. its con­
ceptual apparatus is too rudimentary to (ope "\vith the com­
plexity of the interaction among social, psychological, and 
cultural factors. Lacking an adequate analysis of motivation, it 
attempts to make do with a narrow and superficial utilitarianism 
that sees rnen as impelled by rat.ional calculations of personal 
advantage. I t is a prevailing view in modern psychology that 
human behaviour is onlv verv broad Iv controlled by genetic 
models. Cultural pattern~ pro~ide a bl~eprint lor the ;)rganiza­
tion of social and psychological processes, much as genetic 
systems provide such a blueprint f()r the organization of organic 
processes. 20 As Gramsci recognized, human behaviour. ifit is to 
have any effective f{)rtn at all, must to a significant extent be 
controll~d by extrinsic cultural patterns. That is, men do not 
define their interests 'objectively', or purely in terms of thc 
'factual' situation, but rather in terms of their perceptions, 
evaluations, and goals-all of which are, in some measure, 
independently variable and culturally determined. In addition 
there is the intuitive implausibility of coercion theory. It is difficult 
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to see how fOfce could be the main cause of social obedience over 
a lengthy period of time, especially in complex liberal societies 
where the use of coercive mechanisms is greatly circumscribed 
bv custom and law. If (as psychological analysis and historical 
experience seem to indicate) men are by nature believing 
animals, incapable of sbedding all tbe myths of existence, then 
they undoubtedly need to it,d that they are governed not on the 
basis of mere material force but on the basis of moral principles. 
I t is this deep need which gives the reigning symbols and 
doctrines of a society their powerful enlotional appeal. 

It might be objected, at this sta?;c, that a third important line 
of attack on the problem of social order has been ignored in the 
preceding discussion-exchange theory21 While this theory, 
unlike its 'consensus' and 'conflict' counterparts, has not stood 
at the centre of the major debates in sociological thought, it has 
become increasingly fashionable in proiCssional academic circles 
and rnerits some comment. Firmly rooted in utilitarian modes 
of theorizing, and obviously influenced by classical economic 
doctrines, the theory is based on the model of the market-place, 
with individuals conceived as entrepreneurs seeking to gain 
profit in interaction with others. Central to the theory's con­
ceptual apparatus is cost-benefit analysis, fbcusing on material 
and psychological incentives as deterrninants of action. Social 
order emerges out of bargaining relationships between private 
actors engaging in the rational pursuit of self~inlerest. Men 
realize that they stand to maximize their interests through 
acceptance of a system of rules whose function is to specify the 
basis· or social co-operation. Compliance: therefore, is achieved 
without recourse to coercion or appeal to cohesive values. It is 
essentially a matter of pragmatism. The theoretical short­
comings of this type of explanation should be apparent on a 
moment's reflection. Acts of exchange take place within a con­
text that itself determines the bargaining power that different 
participants can wield, which distributes dif[(,rentially the 
services they can offer and the resources they can employ. As'a 
matter of fact, in most societies, the conditions under which 
actors compete are vastly unequal in the sense that some start 
with huge advantages derived from social position. Now ex­
change theory appears to assume precisely that which needs 
explanation: why do people agree to interact even though the 
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existing bargaining situation puts them at a great disadvantage? 
Presumably because they either (a) regard the system as 
basically legitimate-the best of all possible worlds (the con­
sensus solution) or (b) fear the consequences ofnon-confCmnity 
(the coercion solution)--()r else experience some combination 
of the two motivations. Exchange theory can ofkr no eXplana­
tion which avoids circularity. Why do people not opt out? 
Because they are receiving sufficient rewards. But how do we 
know that their rewards are suilicient? Because they do not 
drop out. 22 The Eltal f1aw of this theory is that it cannot account 
fix the derivation of interests, which it simply takes as giYfn. To 
explain all behaviour as stemming from 'self·interest' is to blur 
too many distinctions and to render the concept or interest 
empty of meaning. 

I t might well he argued that all the theories of social order 
discussed here exaggerate the rational, choosing element in 
compliance. Of course, it is an occupational hazard of intel­
lectuals to assurnf' that ordinary nlen would not act as they do 
unless they possessed goals or principles to govern their be­
haviour. But the ties that bind men to a community may have 
little to do with 'commmon \'alue integration' or f~ar of'sanc­
tions or 'r<Hional' calculation of self-interest; obedience may 
also stem from habit, from unreflecting common participation 
in established forms of activity. 23 i\1any men simply never enter 
into situations where the possibility of rejecting traditional 
patterns of behaviour actually arises. Consider the graphic, 
eloquent description of South Italian peasants by Carlo Levi, 
the anti-fascist novelist who, through a quaint peculiarity of 
Mussolini's legal system, was 'exiled' to a remote village in 
Basilicata: 

They" do not and cannot have what is called political awareness, 
]WC;tllSC lhe\" ;tIT literal/\' /lagal/I. 'pag-alls', or (OunlrvmCll. as dis­

tinguished from city-dwellers. The deities of the Stat~ and the City 
can find no worshippers here on the lanel. where the wolf and the 
ancient black boar reign supreme, where there is no wall between the 
world o[men and the world of animals and spirits, between the leaves 
of the trees above and the roots belovv. They cannot have even an 
awareness of themselves as individuals~ here where all things art' held 
together by acting upon one another and each one is a power unto 
itself, working imperceptibly, where there is no barrier that cannot be 
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broken down by magic. They live submerged in a world that rolls on 
independent of their vvill, where man is in no way.' separate from his 
sun, his beast his malaria, where there caD be neither happiness. as 
literary cienHees of the land conceive it. nor hope, because these two 
are adjuncts of personality and here there is Ol'lly the grim passivity of 
a sorrowful Nature. 24 

Ironically, unconscious conformity ('grim passivity') was a 
more important f"ature in the semi-developed I taly of 
Granlsci's time than in the advanced capit.alist regimes of the 
present day, with their ubiquitous and universal systems of 
public education. No doubt, most of our everyday actions are 
not products of reflective mental activity, but habitual be­
haviour is rule governed, and most members of an integrated, 
literate society could make the implicit rule explicit if they were 
asked tojustifv themselves, 

It must be stressed that Gramsci, in contrast to other 
advocates of consensus theory, was not making universal claims) 
applicable to all societies at all times, He well understood, for 
example~ that 'grim passivity' constituted an important 
element of social order in pre-industrial societies) like Tsarist 
Russia or pre-Risorgimento Italy. He recognized, moreover) 
that value integration could dissolve, thus causing a 'crisis of 
authority'l wherein force becomes the chief mechanism ofsocial 
controL 25 (While it is by no means clear when his abstract 
category of 'organic crisis' applies to specific historical and 
social cases) contemporary I taly and perhaps France might be 
said to exemplify an early stage o(just such a. 'crisis',) \"T et, t.o his 
n1ind, such situations could never be stable in a modern indus­
trial setting) where no regime could long endure without 
popular support and a unified cultural base, Gramsci may have 
underestimated t.he extent to which ft~ar of economic depriva­
tion or physical punishment could act as a hmctional alterna­
tive to consensus, but, as noted earlier) it is difIicult to set how 
coercion (particularly in liberal societies) could provide a long­
range solution to the problem of order, In the most 'stable' 
capitalist countries) social cohesion does seem to be (and 
probably has been) primarily dependent on shared beliefs and 
values, which present a formidable barrier to the penetration of 
revolutionary consciousness. But the next question is: why does 
consensus exist? Or, to be more specific, what causes people to 
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endorse the essential features of the liberal status quo? 

As has been observed, Gramsci {()lInd the answer to this 
question in the superstructure: owing to its subtle control over 
civil society-the mass media. the schools. the trade unions) 
and so on-the ecollon1ically dominant bourgcois class has 
succeeded in persuading- the masses to accept the legitimacy of 
their own subordination. Ifclass struggle has been neutralized 
or rendered harmless, this is not due to the resolution of capita­
lisrn's inherent self-destructive tendencies. ()n the contrary, 
capitalism) for Gramsci, is an increasingly decadent systcrn. rife 
wit~ 'incurable structural contradictions' and utterly incapable 
of further developing the productive {()rces. 26 VVhereas ollce it 
served a progressive historical funct.ion. capitalism is now an 
irredeemably 'unhealtby' system, which has bllen prey to 
'speculators' and 'pan:lsites'-'pcople VV'ho consume without 
producing'. Because of speculation. which has become a 'tech­
nical necessit/ of the systen1. the productive process is more 
and more subject to panics. 'runs' and other irrational be­
haviour. 27 Nor can the svst.em ultimatdv 'overcome the tcn­
dentiallaw of the lidl in the rate of profit': 'Fordist' methods of 
intensification and rationalization of labour can provide a 
partial and temporary counter-tt>nden('y~ but the dire economic 
consequences of the 'law) v-rill assert themselves in the end. 28 

!he growth in state intervention (in the f()rm of planning) 
Investment, et.c. )-a phenmnenon remarked by Grarnsci 29-is 
also incapable of yielding- mort' than short-term remedies for the 
intrinsic disorders oran economy f(mnded on individual appro­
priation. Indeed, such intervent.ion often ftlDct.ions to make 
matters worse, as in ItalYl where the Fascist regime 'i~ creating 
new rentiers; i.e promoting the old fOHns of parasitic accumula­
tion of savings and tending to create closed· social i()rmations 
[quadrir· 30 Bv introducirlO' a certain dc(Yreec of co-ordination } h M 

and regulation, the bourgeois state can, at hest, shore up tbe frail 
foundations of the monopoly capitalist edifice, not eliminate its 
structural defects, 31 In brief, Gramsci more or less accepted the 
conventional !\1arxist analysis of the 'laws of motion' of capita­
list society (though, of course, he denied that capitalism would 
automatically collapse under the weight of its own contradic­
tions). Now~ if economic polarization is an unalterable fact of 
capitalist life) and if the system is rent by internal cont.radictions 
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that prevent it from attaining- its productive potential, then 
capitalism can survive only because the organs of civil society 
hide the reg-imc's structural inadequacies behind a thick ideo­
logical veil. Gramsci's concept of hegenlony rests on the 
assmnption that the 'oqjective) conditions f()[ the formation of 
rc\.'oiutionary class consciousness are to a greater or lesser 
deg-ree realized in contemporary capitalist society, and that 
what remains to be done is essentially the creation of the 
appropriate 'subjective' conditions through action at the 
cultural level. 

This account of consensus as the product of cultural trans­
mission via the agencies of the ideological superstructure doubt­
less captures a deal of the truth, but it hardly exhausts all the 
possibilities. The 'end of ideolog-y' thesis, for example, arg-ues 
that the logic of the industrial order, by increasing overall 
wealth, giving rise to the welfare statc, encouraging occupa­
tional differentiation and enlarging the ranks of the white-conar 
strata, has rendered Marx's class polarization model obsolete. 
Thus, ideologies of the Left, which presuppose class struggle, 
are now irrelevant. The result is an end to 'apocalyptic think­
ing' and a growing convergence over general principles, re­
ducing the area of social conflict and leaving room tf)f technical 
disputes only 32 Consensus is thus explained largely in terms of 
the changing economic structure of modern capitalism a system 
now deemed able to cope fully with the material aspirations of 
the workers. Such a diagnosis is not confined to defenders of the 
status quo. By way of accounting for the domestication of the 
workforce in the 'hell of the amuent society' Marcuse too has 
pointed to the equalization of'iif,,-styles and the general flatten­
ing out of the class structure. The startling technological 
efficiency of mass capitalist society, he maintains, has enabled it 
to conquer all centrifugal forces and kill the urge to resistance; 
the goods it produces lead people to believe they are living the 
'good life', while on a deeper level, the very instinctual structure 
of the individual, his basic needs and psychological mechan­
isms, are moulded to suit the requirements of the productive 
apparatus. 'Tbe products indoctrinate and manipulate'; they 
'carry with them prescribed attitudes and habits, certain intel­
lectual and emotional reactions' which bind men more or less 
pleasantly to the system. All possibilities of self-awareness and 
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emancipation, concludes Marcusc, are closed ofT in a social 
order where 'false consciousness is immune against its 1aJse­
hood'.33 The immanent logic' of technology consigns socialism 
to the attic. Marcuse's critique, it will be observed, presumes 
the literal {,dsily, or at least obsolescence, of Marx's analysis of 
capitalism as an inherently self-destructive system of produc­
tion. For Marcuse, the real inculcation of the voluntary 
acceptance of capitalism is effected within the productive process 
itself, which induces habits of submission and diflimos an all­
embracing consumer fetishism. The mass media, the schools, 
and all the other institutions of 'civil society' only serve to 
reinforce this antecedent proces's of conditioning.34 

Both the optimism of the 'end of ideolog-y' school and the 
pessimism of the Frankfurt school have corne to seem dubious in 
the light of empirical inquiry and the actual events of the past 
decade or so. The evidence indicates that massive social in­
equalities have been maintained in Western societV,35 and that 
widespread discontent-however confused, dire(:tionless and 
muted-has not been eradicated. Capitalism, moreover, has 
betrayed definite structural failings during- the past seven years 
of 'stagflation'; no one can any longer take for granted its 
capacity to shower us with an ever-incn~asing supply of 
material goods. Nevertheless, some part of the curiously similar 
analyses of these two schools must certainly be accepted. 
Although disparities in wealth, income, psychic satisfaction 
and access to facilities continue. to be great, recent develop­
ments in the productive system and in the structure and com­
position of classes have definitely contributed to such stability 
as exists in the West. In this respect, three broad trends can be 
isolated. 36 First, an enormous increase in the t.otal social 
product, along with the efforts of the trade union movement, 
have combined (especially since the last war) to assure lin the 
working class a standard of living which by no means consti­
tutes pauperization. While it is probably true that there has 
been no significant redistribution of wealth and income, and 
while relative deprivation is still very much with us, increasing 
afiuence has indeed caused a merging in buving patterns and 
styles of life in general. Second, the stratification system itself 
has become more complex and differentiated. Marx expected 
the working class to become (a) more homogeneous because 
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difliTences of skill and earnin,;s would be reduced, if not 
obliterated, by the more extensive use of machinerv; and (b) 
numerically stronger. because many members of the ~)ld middle 
class would sink to the condition ofprolctarians. Ciramsci never 
seriously dissented from this view-which has been disproved 
by the force of events. The proportion of industrial workers 
within the population of advanced capitalist countries tends. in 
filet, to decline with the advance of «'chnology. Meanwhile, a 
new intermediate stratum of administrative, technical and 
service personnel. often possessing a considerable degree of 
education, has emerged. Partly i()[ reasons of status,37 this 
stratum has thus far reftlsed tf) align itself with the working 
class. Even within the category of industrial \vorkers them­
selves, there has been no sign of 'homogenization'. On the 
contrary, we find 'elite' groups with special skills demanding 
special consideration and contracts to preserve their prized 
'difkrentials', All in all, society has not polarized around two 
great and antagonistic classes. Finally, the state has become so 
embedded in the economy proper-to the point of assuming 
co-ordinating, stabilizing and, to some extent, command func­
tions-that we are now entitled to speak ora neo-capitalist type. 
The Keynsian 'revolution'. by IC'gitimating state regulation and 
a far-reaching extension of social services, gave capitalism a 
new source of vitality and regeneration. 

Thus we confront a damaging shortcoming in Gramsci's 
diagnosis. His undoubted insights into the nature of popular 
consciousness and the socialization process were not fi:mnded 
on a rich knowlt~dge of the economic base and its inherent 
dynamics, It has often been said that f()r the three founts of 
classical Marxism-British economics, French political 
thonght, and German philosophy--Gramsci suhstituted two 
specifically Italian 'founts': Croccan philosophy and the 
politics of Machiavelli, In this substitution we see both the 
source of his originality and the limitations of his perspective. 
While his absorption of Machiavellian and Crocean ideas 
enabled him to form an accurate view of moral and psycho­
logical factors linking men to social orders, the absence of a 
serious economic analysis caused him to under-rate the produc­
tive possibilities and adaptive capacities of capitalism, Gramsci, 
it must be remembered., composed his notes when capitalism was 
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suffering tbrou,;h the most agonizing phase of its history, Like 
all Marxists of his era, he simply assumed the decadence of 
capitalism as a productive system, and thus he never really 
escaped from what we might call the 'Bolshevik utopianism' of 
the twenties and thirties. For Gramsci capitalism was, in its 
pure {(Jim) an entrepreneurial system based on liberal Im~fSez­
Jaire principles. In consequence, he re,;arded any deviation 
from this 'ideaP model as a sign of either decay or arrested 
development. Neo-capitalism, with its lar,;e-scale productive 
units and political controls on economic life, was in his view 
only a de,;enerate variant of a once proud system, His simple­
minded assumptions-'laissez::faire capitalism = healthy 
capitalism' and 'monopoly capitalism = sta,;nant capitalism'­
prevented him from grasping the system's ability to develop 
technoio,;y and produce ,;oods and services on an unprece­
dented scale, In other words, Gramsci did not realize the extent 
to which capitalism could 'purchase' consent, through satisfy­
ing the workers' nlaterial wants. 

A less serious (but noteworthy) fault in Gramsci's analysis 
resides in his apparent inability to appreciate fully how the 
machinery of liberal democracy itseif reinforces beliehs in the 
reality of citizen participation in government and in the rational 
basis ~)f political decisi';ns, As Ec!elman puts it: 

To quiet resentments and doubts about particular political acts, 
reaffirm belier in the fundamental rationality and democratic 
character of the system, and thus fix conforming habits of future 
behaviour is demonstrably a key function of our persisting political 
institutions: elections, political discussions, legislatures, courts and 
administration. Each of them involves motor activity .. that re­
inforces the impression of a political system designed to translate 
individual wants into public policy.38 

This (not wholly false) impression of popular control is further 
strengthened by patriotic ceremonies, such as Presidential in­
au,;urals, Independence Day parades, street festivals to 
celebrate the anniversary of the Qneen's coronation, etc., which 
affirm the greatness, heroism and nohility of the nation. All 
these political ritnals, mechanisms and symbols shape the per­
ception of experience so as to still or minimize discontent-by 
influencing what people want, what they revere, what they fear 
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and what they regard as possible. Although Gramsci did not 
entirely ignore such phenornena,39 neither did he accord much 
weight to them 40 Nor did he appear to realize that the absence of 
proletarian democracy and liberation in the East could foster 
acceptance of the established order in the West. Of course, 
Gramsci's imprisonnlent and premature death spared him the 
agony of coming to terms with the worst excesses of Stalinism­
excesses which underlie the presently widespread belief that a 
drastic increase in state power carries with it more dangers to 
freedom than solutions for inequality. The extermination of the 
Kulaks, the ]\-105COW trials, the Great Purge, the Nazi-Soviet 
pact, the concentration camps, the suppression of the Hungarian 
workers, the invasion of Czechoslovakia, the persistent Soviet 
contempt for civil liberties-all these make it difficult for an 
ordinary Western citizen to agree that, through social engineer­
ing, one can bring about a utopia offreedom and social concord. 
Alexander Herzen, in a dialogue over a hundred years ago, 
reproached a revolutionist in these terms: 'Do you truly wish to 
condemn all human heings alive today to the sad role ofcarytids 
.. . supporting a floor for others some day to dance on?'41 All 
revolutions thus far made in the name of Marx are open to the 
same reproach: they would sacrifice the present mankind fi)r a 
promised (and nnw largely ignored) tomorrO'N. In short, the 
alternatives to VVestern liberalisrn seem rather less than appeal­
ing; and while their evils may be exaggerated by lingering Cold 
VVar rhetoric) they are not simply an invention of the 'bour­
geois' media. 

Gramsci's analysis of advanced capitalist society, then, was 
provocative and insightful but also defective in crucial respects. 
In diverting Marxism from its standard conflict model, in per­
ceiving the subtleties of mass consciousness, and in pointing to 

the prof(lUnd effects of socialization into dominant cultural 
patterns, he made a significant contribution. The failure of the 
proletariat to carry out the historic mission proposed for it by 
the Marxist canon must indeed by explained, in large part, by 
ideological consensus-however tenuous or class-biased. All 
other explanations founder on theoretical and/or empirical 
grounds. However, his discussion of the reasons for this con­
sensus is timebound and limited. What is needed here, it has 
been suggested, is a multi-dimensional approach, encompass-
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jng a broad range of factors. Much of Gramsci's discussion, 
moreover, presupposes the hasic dependence of the superstruc­
ture on the economic infrastructure-a plausible enough idea 
but one which he nowhere defines with precision and which, for 
reasons already considered, is not amenable to anything like 
conclusive empirical testing. 

I I. Gramsci's Proposed Strategy 

lfGramsci's precepts for making revolution rely on a diagnosis 
badly in need of emendation, then the effectiveness of the 
strategy itself is immediately called into question. Most impor­
tant, he failed, as we have seen, to comprehend how the 'funda­
mental contradictions' of capitalism could be ofiset and 
neutralized hy countervailing structural trends; the growing 
complexity of the division oflabour, the expansion of the middle 
strata and increasing affiuence all in themselves (and not just 
through the mediation of trade unions, the mass media and 
political parties) impede the development ofrevolutionarv con­
sciousness. In addition, the dismal political record of extant 
socialist states makes the conventional Marxist case against the 
'empty formalism' of libera1 representative democracy seem 
hollow and hypocritical. Given these considerations, the core 
f(~ature of Gramsci's proposed strategy-the 'long march' 
through the institutions of civil society, in order to subvert and 
replace 'bourgeois hcgemony'-would probably encounter 
some fierce resistance from its supposed beneficiaries. Never­
theless, the very contradictoriness of popular consciousness, 
even in the two great bastions ofliberal civilization, could serve 
to facilitate the daunting task set for the 'Modern Prince'. In 
this respect, Gramsci gets a considerahle boost from social­
psychological research, conducted in the past quarter-century, 
on the problems of attitude change and attitude structure. It is a 
repeated finding tbat inconsistent or dissonant beliefs are fre­
quently held in areas of people's lives distant from their daily 
concerns. When the salience or centrality of the psychological 
object is heightened, tremendous pressures are brought on 
individuals to force their heretofore inconsistent beliefs into 
harmony. Conversely, when opinions are held with low inten­
sity, dissonance is often overlooked or tolerated with 
equanimity.42 On this theory, consistency of ideological belief 
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can be attained if people are 'politicized'-if they come to see 
issues in the socio-politicaI world as increasingly central to their 
everyday livTs. ()fCOUfSC, dissonance reduction can be attained 
by abandoning (or modifying) either of the inconsistent beliefs. 
If commitment to the socially dominant cognition or value is 
weak) then the quest for consonance may result in acceptance of 
the 'deviant' alternatin'. 

Social-psychological research on dissonance seems to con­
firm what some may regard as intuitively obvious: systems of 
thought which contain some inner incoherence thereby contain 
within themselves the possibility of change. Nevertheless, we are 
dealing with some large "ifs', and a sceptical observer might be 
excused f(lr wondering whether the 'Modern Prince' (even 
assuming it had mass support) could provide a powerful 
enough institutional base f{)r wholesale cultural transfc)rma­
tion-especially as capitalisITl does seem to 'deliver the goods'. 
In countries where the mass parties of the Len have actually 
renounced Marxism (i.e. most advanced capitalist countries), 
the 'war of position' would have no immediate institutional/ounda­
tion at all. And let us keep in mind: the struggle for hegemony 
involves not simply changing people's passing political 
opinions~ but their entire w,ly of conceiving the world and 
interpreting their common experience. At the heart of 
Gramsci's political thinking lies a paradox: a revolution must 
occur b~j(Jre the revolution; i.e. a fundamental t.ransformat.ion of 
the spirit of present-day society is a precondition for the pro­
letarian seizure of power. But is it really possihle, in the West, 
for a radical movement to establish its cultural and moral 
ascendancy prior to the acquisition of direct political power? 
And if civil society is not independently conquerable, the 'war of 
position' becomes a vacuous notion. Perhaps Poulantzas has a 
point when he says of the organs of civil society that 'their action 
is determined by the action of the State repressive apparatus' 
and that therefore 'the destruction of the ideological apparatus 
has its precondition in the destruction of the State repressive 
apparatus which maintains i1'.43 Althusser's disciple certainly 
exaggerates the power of the state, but he brings to light a 
crucial question: what is the nature of the relationship between 
the state (in the narrow sense) machine and the institutions of' 
civil society-how intimate is the linkage? To what extent and 
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in what ways can the mechanisms of cultural diffusion-the 
lllass n1eciia, the schools, the universities--t:scape t.he restraints 
of the political apparatus? The answer will partly depend on 
ho"v one conceptualizes the modern state. Is it, essentially, the 
guarantor of the socio-economic status quo or is it something of 
a neutral f()rce, a Tnediator in t.he conflicts bet.ween groups and 
classes? To what degn·:e do the economic 'powers-that-be' in­
fluence or condition stat.e activity? Then there is a related 
problem: in what measure are the organs of the ideological super­
structure themselves controlled by the economically dominant 
groups? Do not such groups own vast sf'gme-nts of the mass 
media, for example? In this sphere, at least, subversion is not 
likely to proceed very far. The general question is this: are there 
ineluctable constraints imposed by an established capitalist 
society which would dckat the hegemonic purposes of the 
revolutionary movement? 

None of the above questions has evcr received adequate 
treatment.. vVhile they are open to empirical inquiry, Marxists 
and anti-Marxists alike have usually remained content with a 
priori answers. The time has surely come for a more rigorous 
approach, based on a wide variety of concrete examples drawn 
frorn actual practice, past and present. It is not clear. however, 
whether empirical investigation of these issues could ever lead 
to dffinitive results; for such resolution would require us to 
develop objective, value-free criteria for dist.inguishing, sa~I, a 
'key' issue from a minor onc, education from indoctrination, 
inflJrmation from propaganda, and so on. But arc not such clistinc­
tions, beyond a certain range of clear-cut cases) ultimately 
dependent upon prior notions of human 'needs' and 'interests'­
notious which are irreducibly evaluative (and therel,)re 
essentially contested)? Within certain areas, one suspects, the 
very description of social phenomena must be value-laden, in the 
sense of presupposing a particular moral and political frame­
work. 

Gramsci's own (often implicit or half-formulated) answers to 

the aforementioned questions scarcely inspire much confidence 
in his strategic injunct.ions. T'hough not without reservations)44 
he by and large accepted the conventional Marxist assumptions 
about the generalized political and cultural power of the eco­
nomically privileged. He conceded, moreover, that govern-
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ments could mobilize the support of the mass media and other 
ideological instruments when faced with a serious threat.45 In 
his favour, however, we could point to the present situations in 
France and I taly, where Marxist ideas have gone some way 
tqwards undermining 'bourgeois' hegemony. The universities, 
above all, have proved amenable to the siren calls of the Left, 
and the trade union movements in both countries are heavily 
impregnated with Marxist doctrine. In each country, further­
more, nearly half the electorate is willing to vote fr)r avowedly 
Marxist parties (though it barely needs saying that not all such 
voters adhere to even the main points of the Marxist creed). But 
even this evidence does not provide unambiguous support for 
Gramsci's strategy. To begin with, Communist and Socialist 
parties in France and Italy are operating within uniquely 
favourable conditions-hoary insurrectionary traditions, the 
dominant role of Marxists in the resistance movements against 
the Nazis, extreme inequalities~ uneven and extraordinarily 
rapid industrialization-which make it difficult to draw general 
inferences. Second, in neither country has the dominant 
hegemony been truly subverted. Left-wing voting, it is often 
noted, does not necessarily reflect a rejection of the liberal 
capitalist order as such; the PCF or pcr voter, for example, may 
simply wish to register a protest against gross corruption and 
political immobilism-pathological traits to be sure but not 
necessarily endemic in, or distinctive of, capitalist regimes. It 
remains to be seen whether a Marxist definition of reality can 
become the guiding mode of thought in either France or Italy. 
Finally, it is far from obvious that further advances inrMarxist 
cultural penetration would not be met by repression. Gramsei 
himself admitted tbat the ruling groups would increasingly 
resort to coercion as their ideological authority eroded (see 
pages 206-7). But if this is so, might not the whole counter­
hegemonic projeet come to grief? When radical newspapers are 
closed, Marxist professors sacked and militant trade unionists 
arrested, the 'war of position' must perforce grind to a halt. In 
such an eventuality, Gramsci would counsel a shift to the 'war 
of movemene, to general disruption and violent confrontations, 
but one wonders if this would save the day for the revolutionary 
legions. What if repression occurs well before the revolutionary 
party has managed to establish its hegemony? In this case, (a) it 
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would be improper, on strict Gramscian principles, to seize 
power; and (b) tbe repressive solution need be neither draconic 
nor comprehensive-and might actually enjoy a fair degree of 
popularity. The ups bot is this: especially if it is selective, in­
timidation, by stifling discussion, could succeed in preventing 
tbe revolutionary movement from establishing its hegemony 
within the confines of the present system. Wbether this repres­
sive reaction eould permanently avert the spread of subversive 
ideas is another matter. 

Turning now to the vexed question of revolutionary violence, 
we find that, once again, no firm conclusions are possible, Since 
Gramsci sanctioned the 'military' aspect of the struggle, he is 
open to two rnajor criticisms, One rests on the familiar arg-u­
ment to the effect that in the revolutionary process, it is fatuous 
to posit a radical disjunction between ends and means; i.e, there 
is no escaping the intirrlate connection between the methods 
used to make the revolution and the character of the subsequent 
society. No doubt, violence does generate its own momentum, 
and history teaches us that violent revolutions tend to lapse 
into paranoia and barbarism. The weapons used on the old 
oppressors often become tbe weapons of a new fimn of oppres­
sion. On the other hand, history does furnish apparent counter­
examples, the American Revolution to name but one. Violence, 
in any case, was a small part of Gramsci's strateK~"': assuming 
that tbe 'war of position' could actually bc won, the deployment 
afforce could be kept to a bare minimum. The second criticism 
is perhaps more damaging: in societies with established demo­
cratic traditions. no movement will succeed in attracting wide­
spread adherence if it holds out the prospect of civil disorder 
and destruction of constitutional procedures. (Hence the mild­
mannered rhetoric and behaviour of the Eurocommunists.) 
While this is probably true, it must be measured against a quite 
plausible countcr-argument; to wit, when a revolutionary 
movement lays down its arms and aims for a peaceful trans­
formation, it becomes especially vulnerable to the coercive 
apparatus of the State. What happened in Chile may not r~fute 
the Via Italiana, but it certainly leaves little room for confidence. 
Still, the initial point remains valid: traditional revolutionary 
bombast and activity is likely to prove counter-productive in 
the VI/est. I t must be stressed, at tbis juncture, that tbe commit-
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men! to insurrectionary violence was the least original and 
striking aspect of Gram sci's strategy. This commitment. it was 
argued in 1he last chapter, could be more or less dropped 
without "iolatinf!; the spirit of his thouf(ht. 

All the above considerations assume that the '11oclern Prince' 
would genuinely u}ant to overturn the capitalist order. Which 
brings us to another ilnportant objection to Gramsci's proposed 
stratq{y: he ignores the whole problem of 'deradicalization'. 
C:an ideological nlilitancy be sustained in the face of protracted 
struf!;glc on the cult ural and ideolof(ical front" As the party 
CU\'f>S out areas or institutional power, will it not pari passu 
develop vested interests in the status quo? 'DeradicaIization' 
denotes a subtle change in a movement's relation to the social 
milieu. Essentially, it settles down and adjusts itsclfto existence 
vvithin the very order that it oflicially desires to overthrow and 
transform. This is not to say that the movcnH~nt becomes 
opposed to all social change. Rather) it becomes 'refc)rmist', 
inasmuch as it accepts the ongoing system and its institu­
tionalized procedures as the framework for all political eH')rts. 
Robert Michels, in Political Parties. dealt with this phenomenon 
at some length, and his observations later became common­
place, if not axiomatic, in subsequent organizational analysis. 
He stressed the apparent inverse relatiunship betwC('1l a radical 
Ilw\"('rnent's worldly success and the prescr\'ation of its radi­
calism. ':\s the organization increases in size. the struggle 
fi,r great principles becomes impossible', he stated baldly. 
There arise 'institutional needs' which act as major deter­
minants ofpolicv, supplementing and eventually displacing the 
manifest goals of the organization, and conferring on it a con­
servative character. These institutional needs are basically two. 
First, when a radical movement grows large and strong, it 
acquires a rnass social constituency which it strives to increa.se. 
But the acquisition ofa mass membership inevitably dilutes the 
n10vpmenes radicalism. To avoid alarming people who are not 
'true believers l

1 the pursuit of a policy based on strict princlple 
is shunned. This tendency is reinforced by the parliamentary 
character of the political party, for '''Parliamentarism'' 
signifies the aspiration for the greatest number of votes'. A 
modern political party is 'the methodical organization of the 
electoral masses', and therefore it must endeavour simul-
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taneouslv t.o recruit menlbers and to recruit votes. Here it finds 
'its vital 'interests', fix every decline in Inernbcrship and every 
loss in voting st.rength diminishes its political pn>stige. Conse­
quently, attention must be paid to pos,'!iblt: adherents, which 
means an attentuation of doctrine. 46 But more important a 
movemf~nt that grows strong and influential, says !vIichels, 
acquires a definite stake in the stahility of the order in which the 
success has been \von-a stake that is no less real f(x the lact 
that it goes unacknowledged. For bold revolutionary action can 
only endang'er the position of a party that has achieved a mass 
mernbership~ a bureaucracy, a full treasury and a network of 
financial interf'sts, Such action would thereic)re threaten the 
livelihood of party leaders. sub-leaders and other employees, 
who beconle rnore concerned with their own narrow self­
interest than with the cause itself 'Thus, il--om a means, organi­
zation beconlt~s an end') with interests peculiar to itself. As an 
inexorable result, the party 'beconlcs increasingly inert', 'loses 
its revolutionary impetus', and 'becomes sluggish'.47 This l 

Michels assures us, is a 'universally applicable social law' . 48 

Were we to acknowledge this grandiose claim, then we would 
have t.o concede the bankruptcy of Grarnsci's 'war of position'. 
No such acknowledgement is called for, however; for Michels 
dcws not even produce enough evidence to establish a general 
tendency, let alone a sociological law orany kind. His methodology 
has been attacked with devastating effect by Hands, who writes: 

For a supposedly 'sociological' stud):, Political Parties contains sur­
prisingly little hard empirical c\·idcnce. Michels~s method can only be 
described as 'proof by anecdote·: in the typical case, he simply out­
lines the tendency in question, suggests a rationale {or it, and then 
gives a few disparate historical examples in support. \t\1hat is lacking 
above all is any attempt at comprehensiveness, any indication of'the 
frequency with which the phenomena in question occur.49 

In other words, Michels makes no systematic attempt to gather 
and weigh the evidence. His generalizations do not grow out of 
the data; rather the data are simply appended to the generali­
zations as examples. Nevertheless l the various tendencies 
identified by him do have some historical basis and at least a 
superficial plausibility. 'Deradicalization' has been a definite 
empirical phenomenon. Even if we recoil from the methodo-
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logical crudeness displayed by Michels, we can use his theory as 
a point of departure for a more systematic, empirically grounded 
approach. Any discussiou of deradicalization will have to look 
at a number of variables: (I) the duration of struggle; (2) the 
party traditions; (3) the nature of the partv organization; (4) the 
reaction of the existing powers within the community; (5) the 
international environment; (6) the character of the leadership. 
Moreover, the revised theory must be capable of drawing two 
important distinctions. The first is between complete assimilation 
into the established order and what Roth, in his study of the 
SPD in Wilhelmine Germany, calls 'negative int(lfration'; wherein 
a 'political system permits a hostile mass movement to exist 
legally but prevents it from gaining access to the centres of 
power'. A negatively integrated subculture, he rightly argues, 
'constitutes at least a potential source of instability' and (hence) 
radical change so The second distinction which needs to be 
recognized is between the abandoment of radicalism and the 
necessary modification of strategy or tactics under conditions of 
politieal isolation. As we saw in the previous chapter, for 
example, the 'Italian Road' ideology, despite surface 
appearances, cannot be equa ted with ref0Tmism. 

To tie together the (exceedingly loose) strands of the fore­
going arguments and considerations, it is impossible, in the 
absence of sufficient evidence, to decide whether the Quadem; 
succeed in providing a satisfactory strategy for the transition to 
socialism in the societies of Western capitalism. There is no 
doubt, however, that much of what Gramsci says is valuable. 
Above all, he is a sOurce of both comk)rt and ideas to those 
Marxists who wish to combine revolutionary principles with 
prudence. If ends are not to become disembodied rituals, he 
maintained, then the strategy for attaining them must be con­
stantly readapted to changing conditions. For those who treated 
the problem of revolutionary strategy as a matter of rigorous 
Deduction from quasi-Biblical texts, Gramsci expressed nothing 
but contempt. And rightly so. Furthermore, even if the 'war of 
position' can never succeed, the idea that the spiritual trans­
formation of the masses must precede the conquest of power 
furnishes the surest (indeed, the only) safeguard against the 
degeneration that often follows vanguard revolutions of the 
J acobin variety. To put the point more emphatically, even ifthe 
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'war of position' turned out to be as futile as Don Quixote's bout 
with windmills, it would still be preferable to a Leninist coup 
d'etat. Having said this, there is no denying that Gramsci's 
strategy is incomplete. For all their insights, the Quaderai do not 
contain aIul(y articulated theory of the superstructure. Certain 
crucial questions are left open or only partially answered. What 
elements of civil society are most important? In what precise 
ways can they be subverted? What are the relationships among 
the various elements and how do they tie in with the agencies of 
political society? Gramsci implies that there are no universal 
solutions to these questions. M,aybe so, but the fact remains: it 
is incumbent upon any revolutionary who wishes to tlJllow 
Gramsci's instructions to undertake a formidable task of 
analvsis before any precise plans can be formulated or put into 
'Operation. 

The present writer gets the uneasy feeling that, in this section, 
he has perhaps created more problems than he has solved. He 
prefers to think that he has identified and cast some light on a host of 
problems that need further study if Marxist debates on strategy 
are to avoid the depressing sterility that generally characterizes 
them. 

I I I. Gramsci "5 Vision 

I t has been a main theme of this study that the libertarian, 
'humanist' angle on Gramsci can be overdone. The 'ecumenical 
Gramsci' of the social-democrats is basically a myth. The 
essential structure of his thought and the core of his political 
commitment were Marxist and revolutionary-albeit innova­
tive and flexible. Nevertheless, his originality and lack of 
dogmatism, his readiness to absorb liberal values, has justifiably 
encouraged many who wish to rescue Marxism from its pro­
fessed disciples and set the doctrine firmly back in the humani­
tarian, Enlightenment tradition from which it emerged. The 
Quaderni, it is said, supply the ideological nucleus, however 
rudimentary, of an alternative type of communism, differing 
from the current brands in some essential points. The key to 
Gramsci's alternative, I believe, resides in his empirical cast of 
mind. It is his manner of thought, in other words, which under­
lies his relatively democratic conclusions. Let us elaborate on 
this contention. 
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Gramsci, we must remember, rebelled ag-ainst the Marxist 
system builders, who were determined to fit the ebb and flow of 
concrete reality into a procrustean bed of abstract schemes and 
laws-none of which, he thoug-ht, could adequately embrace 
the variability and qualitative properties of social life. Notwith­
standing his rejection of positivism, hisfanna mentis inclined him 
to a fascination for the concrete and a suspicion of all abstrac­
tions: He accepted the log-ical distinction, basic to scientific 
method, between 'data' drawn from the observable world, and 
the theoretical generalizations about such data. While we do 
not, in Gramsci's view, knov\" social processes by 'observing' 
them from 'outside', neither is it the case that particular facts 
are purely the product of theory. Rather, the data of experience 
must provide the raw material for all theorizing, and thtx)ries 
should be modified or abandoned when the evidence so dictates. 
'It is not reality which should be expected to conform to the 
abstract schema', but vice-versa. 51 To be sure, the Prison Note­
books arf-' based on a close, comparative inquiry into the 
European past-especially the Italian past. Like Marx and 
Engels themselves, Gramsci thought that the nature of present 
social conflicts could be illuminated only through minute 
analysis of empirical materials. 'If one is unable to understand 
real individuals', he Once declared, 'one has no hope of under­
standing what is universal and generaL'52 He never failed to 
bring his g-eneralizations down to eanh; for him the purpose of 
abstraction was to clear the ground for empirical study, not to 
render it unnecessary. Every theoretical solution must be tested 
by its applicability t~ the actual situation: '. , . every truth. even 
though it may be universal and capable of being expressed in an 
abstract formula of a mathematical kind ... owes its eflicacv to 
its being expressed in the language of concrete, particular situa­
tions; if it is not expressible in such particular terms~ it is a 
byzantine and scholastic abstraction, good only for the amuse­
ment of phrasemongers' 53 Gramsci's method works by means 
of cross reference within the flux and movement of the real 
world, It is necessary, according to his approach, to examine 
both the aims of conscious individuals and the circumstances in 
which they pursue their objectives. Historical reality is a 
pattern of forces for eVer moving and changing equilibrium, 
Within this fluid situation the human will can exert influence 

Evaluation and Conclusion 245 

through the exercise of choice and action. Because of this con­
stantly shifting, unpredictable pattern of reality, abstractions­
while a necessary component of cognition-must be applied 
cautiously and accepted tentatively. Herein lies the crucial 
justification fiJr Gramsci's emphasis on an open and continuous 
dialogue with a broad range of ideas-a dialog-ue reflected in 
the extraordinary breadth of historical and philosophical 
culture so evident in his writings. As .loll points out, 'however 
much he reacted against them, Vico and Heg-e!. Sorel and 
Croce were in some ways as important for him as h1arx and 
Lenin'; and this firm {boting in the European intellectual tradi­
tion 'means that it is easier for the non-1'vLtrxist to conduct a 
dialogue with Gramsci than with any other Marxist writer of 
the twentieth century'S4 Incleed, a substantial part of his 
work consists in the defence and illustration of formallogic,55 
classical culture, liberal education and disinterested inquiry. 

The probing, tentati've, empirically oriented character of 
Gramsci's !\',larxism received philosophical expression in his 
'absolute historicism'. The essence of this dew, it will be re­
called. is that the 'rationality' of theoretical or philosophical 
systems is manifested solely in relation to the historical pro­
c~sses of which they are pa~t. That is to say, the truth of ideas 
and propositions contained in anv ideology or philosophy 
(Marxism. included) can be established only on the testing 

. ground of practice. Truth value is not determined by corres-
ponder~ce to some fixed standard, to an 'o~iecti\'e' realit.y 
bevond the reach of human volition, The stress is on empirical 
a('~eptance and effectiveness. "Rationar conceptions of the 
world are those theoretical fC)rmulations that-because they 
meet human needs and aspirations-prey·ail historically and 
become the 'common sense' of an entire epoch. For Gramsci, 
then, the tenets of Marxism should not be reilled into a closed 
system of scientific certainties and absolute truths. 

As observed in Chapter 4, this philosophical position is 
fraught with political implications, If the vang-uard party is not 
the repository of infallible scientific truth about man and 
history', then there can be no authoritative imposition of a 
pre-fixed schema on the inert masses. The political organiza­
tion, states Gramsci, sbould be subordinate to the real (effec­
tively expressed) wishes of the proletariat anti should not be 
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. permitted to claim that it embodies those wishes by virtue of its 
own ~scicntific' omniscience, no matter what the empirical 
nlasses actually think. Theory must be evolved in close relation 
with class praxis, developed in dialectical connection with the 
experience of the proletariat and always subject to its criticism. 
vVhat he wanted, as we have seen~ y.,.'as a reciprocal relationship 
between the lif,' activity of the maSses and the theoretical! 
practical activity of the partv. Any other approach would 
isolate the party from the masses and stultify the creative 
process of revolution. It follows that a revolution is not pro­
letarian and communist merely because it transfers power to 
people who proclaim themselves communists, or because it 
destroys the institutions of the old regime. Properly understood, 
a proletarian revolution is not a coup d'etat enabling a self­
appointed elite to inflict its will on society; it must be a mass 
process in which the people take power in their own name and 
not by means of an isolated political emity. If the party elite 
regards itself as the sole guardian of scientific truth, elaborated 
outside the actual consciousness of the proletariat, and if) 
further, this elite uses manipulative and demagogical means to 
seize power) prior to the spiritual rei(xmation of the working 
classes, then it will degenerate into a privileged caste to which 
mass initiatives constitute not a sourcr of vigour but a dangerous 
threat. 'The pathological manifestations of bureaucratic cen­
tralism', we are told, 'are due to a deficiency of initiative and 
responsibility at the base. 'S6 Although Gramsci never explicitly 
directed these remarks against Lenin (for whom he always 
showed the greatest respect) or Stalin {br tbat matter, their 
general implications are unmistakable. 

Marxists and non-Marxists alike have expressed grave dis­
quiet at Gramsci's identification of historv and philosophy­
which, they feel, saddles him with a debilitating relativism. 
From a Catholic perspective, Gramsci has been criticized for his 
failure to deal with the 'ultimate questions' of human existence 
or ofl"r a firm basis for moral action. According to this interpre­
tation, any theory which equates 'what is right' with 'what 
succeeds' is, in the final analysis, spiritually barren.57 From 
within the Marxist camp, a new breed of Italian thinkers, 
fbllowing Della Volpe, fear that 'absolute historcism' under­
mines the essential scientific aspect of Marxism 58 Althusser, of 
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course, has put forward similar views.59 

While Gramsci's 'immanentism' was certainly relativist in 
some sense, a few cautions are in order. In the first place, the 
Sardinian himself denied the imputation ofrelativism: 

To think or a philosophical affirmation as true in a particular his­
torical epoch (i.e. as the necessary, inseparable expression ora par­
ticular historical acti\'ity, or praxis) but as superseded and 'nullified' 
[vani/ztata 1 in a subsequent epoch. without however f~dling into 
scepticism or moral and ideolog-ical relativism is a sonwwhat 
arduous and difficult mental operation. 60 

Unless we view relat.ivism as an univocal concept, this dis­
claimer is not without some validity. Gramsci, it must be said, 
nowhere espoused what is known a~ 'normative relativism', the 
extrcme thesis which holds that 'right' means 'right for a given 
society') and that, therci()[e, it is wrong or inappropriate f()r 
people in one society to condemn. interft'Te with, etc., the values 
of another society. This (incoherent) thesis does not f()lIow fi'om 
G-ramsci's belief that. decisions as to good and e\'il and the 
meaning of the universe cannot have any objective or scient.ific 
foundation. Nor does it f()llow from his contention that a philo­
sophical statement which is 'true' in a particular historical 
period can be nullified in a subsequent period, because it no 
longer expresses real developmental trends. Neither did 
Gramsci endorse the variant of relativism which claims (I) t.hat 
there are no theory-independent objects of perception and 
understanding, and (2) that rules of logic and principles of 
reasoning are always internal to particular systems of thought 
and language. Another point is also worthy of mention. I t is one 
thing to assert the universality and objective validity of certain 
moral values, beliefs and principles; it is quite another to 
present a conclusive or even convincing argument for such an 
assertion. No one has yet managed to demonstrate that funda­
mental disputes between rival systems of thought can be 
rationally resolved, and in the absence of such demonstration, 
the case for a kind of relativism survives.61 But, in any event, 
Gramsci)s relativism) apart from being limited in scope, was 
inconsistent; for many of his arguments and forms of expression 
are difficult to square with even the mildest fbrm of relativism. 
Does a consistent relativist, for example) distinguish between 
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'Ltlse' and 'authentic' consciousness Or demand a total recon­
struction of society on the basis of his preferred principles or 
extol the Communist Party as the ultimate referent of existence? 
Inthe no doubt accurate words ofJoll, 'Gramsci never resolved 
the implicit conflict between the dogmatic certainty of the 
M arxlsts and the historical relativity and subjectivity of 
Croce' 62 This conflict helps to explain the enduring ten'sion 
In hIS thought between a libertarian view of culture and the 
doctrine of rigid discipline enf()reed by the Machiavellian party, 
It mlg']( help to c1arifv matters if we make a distinction 
(admittedly formal and artificial) between 'Gramsci the intel­
lectuat and 'Gramsci the politician'. Whereas the former was a 
sceptic, unwilling to proclaim the absolute validity of Marxist 
insights and anxious to uphold the liberal value' of free dis­
cussion, the latter was a 'true believer', prepared (it often 
seeme~) to resort to dictatorial methods in order to impose his 
monolIthic vision of life on a refractorY reality. Gramsci. be it 
noted) was a man beset by inner C(;ntradi~tions. \Vhile he 
passionately defended democratic debate and intellectual in­
tegrity, neither of which could flourish in a climate of author i­
tarian imposition, the puritan fundamentalist in him sought for 
a unIversalIty and tidiness which could not easilv tolerate mass 
vulgarity or the excesses of individualism. Yet, a~ this studv has 
argt,led, the logic and tenor of his thought banishes thes~ un­
denIable authoritarian strains to the periphery. The general 
thrust of hIS Jv1arxIsm was open and democratic: with persuasion, 
consent, free expression and popular participation occupying a 
central place. 

For those who wish to rid Marxism of its uncomfortable 
association with doctrinaire elitism) Gramsci's contribution is 
invaluahle, One need only compare his thought with that of 
other 'Western l\1arxists' to appreciate its merits in this respect. 
~eedless to say, the diverse variants of'V\7estern Marxism' 
arose as a reaction against the vulgar reductionism of the 
dialectical materialists. Any gains in sophistication, however, 
have been purchased at the price of an intellectual arrogance 
whose practical implications could only be-to borrow a phrase 
hom Labriola-'the pedagogy of the guillotine' 63 Instead of 
careful empirical analysis, we are presented with speculative 
constructions, a priori conceptual schemes so top-heavy that 
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they tend to collapse upon contact with the surface of social life, 
The very language of \1\1 estern l\llarxism has been cast in a 
specialized and inaccessible mould, Marx wished to develop 
concepts and categories dearer and closer to material reality 
than those of HegeL and to present his work in as lucid a 
manner as possible. In contrast) \'\;estern I\1.arxism, in part 
because of its divorce from any mass movement, has been 
caught up in a tangle or verbal complexity which turns theory 
into an esoteric and exclusive discipline. The cult of words has 
blotted out the living sense of things, Abstruse diction and 
inflated abstractions rule, with free-floating concepts and 
hypnotic f(xmulae taking over from realistic social analysis. 
Perceived against the purity of grand theory, an insistence upon 
concreteness, precision, formal logic, and the complexity of 
reality appears as 'bourgeois empiricism' or worse. In its dif­
ferent forms, Western Marxism has fallen prey to the very 
'spectre of abstractions) from which Marx himself tried to flee. 
Let us look briefly at three typical exemplars of modern Marxist 
thought in order to illustrate the connection (psychologically 
intelligible if not logical) between intellectual 'mandarinism' 
and political despotism, 

Consider Lukacs" who counsels us 'to leave empirical reality 
behind"'.64 Genuine knowledge, he announces, can only be 
generated Ii'om the standpoint of the 'totality', which cannot be 
constructed by accumulating mere facts, Only opportunists 
and revisionists, lacking rational insight, appeal to facts. Iffacts 
contradict the truth, so much the worse fc)r thehcts: the overall 
trend of historical development is more 'real' than the data of 
experience, Indeed, Marxism a la Lukacs can survive the 
systematic disprDof of everyone of its empirical claims! Thus he 
declares: 

Let us assume f{)f the sake of argument that recent research had 
disproved once and for all everyone of Marx's individual theses. Even 
if this were to be proved, every seriolls 'orthodox' i'vlarxist would stiU 
be able to accept all such modern findings without reservation and 
hence dismiss all ofM;:lrx's theses in toto--without having to renounce 
his orthodoxy for a single moment. 65 

As Kolakowski rightly observes, 'Lubks' Marxism implies the 
abandonment of intellectual, logical, and empirical criteria of 
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knowledge'.66 How, then, do we know what is true' The truth 
can be revealed only from the perspective of the class whose 
ft'volutionary initiative is destined fundamentally to transform 
the whole of social life: i.e. the proletariat. Its privileged his­
torical role entails the complete understanding o I' society: only it 
can apprehend history as a whole. Thus Truth (Marxism) is 
nothing but the theoretical awareness of the working class as it 
matures towards re\lolution. The proletariat, on this scheme, is 
the 'universal class', which-like Hegel's Spirit--embodies the 
full self-consciousness of history. But, as it happens, the pro­
letarian class consciousness turns out to be an 'ideal-type'; it is 
not a matter of what the empirical working class actually thinks 
and feels, but what it would think and feel ifit perfectly grasped 
its situation and understood its assigned world historical 
mission. Unf()rtunately, the chosen class, by itself, can never 
rise to true knowledge; and if the workers cannot see the light, 
then someone must see it for them and lead them to it. That 
someone is the communist party, which is hypostatized as the 
institutional will and consciousness of the class. The party 
embodies 'true' proletarian consciousness, which is indepen­
dent of anv historically specific manifestations of popular will and 
thought. The role of the working class is therefore 'not that ofa 
conrr~tf', historical flJrce, but that ofa hitherto missing term in a 
geometncal proof 67 The political importance of Lukacs's 
critique of'empiricism' is here evident. One can never compre­
hend the totality of history and the 'real' interests of the masses 
if one confines oneself to the vulgar observation of actual 
workers. Nor should the party trouble itselfover any empirical 
evidence which might seem to contradict its doctrine. For if the 
party by definition embraces the viewpoint of the proletariat, 
and if the proletariat is theoretically inh,llible by virtue of its 
s?cial position and historical task, then the party is always 
nght, notwithstanding any apparently contrary bets. Small 
wonder that Lukacs always glorified the Soviet system, even 
during the darkest years of'Stalin. Was not the Bolshevik Party 
the supreme fount and criterion of all truth? 

Turning to Marcusc, we come across a similar doctrinal 
exclusiveness, but one devoid of links to either the proletariat 
or the party. The sovereign definers are not the leaders of the 
communist party, but some unspecified elite of Platonic 
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guardians, capable of grasping the transcendental demands of 
rationality according to which the world should bejudged and 
remodelled. The appeal is to an abstract creason J and 'authentic 
humanity'. But how do we know what these entail' Formal logic 
cannot help us at all, since it is unable to penetrate to the 
'deeper' recesses of reality. Any reference to empirical data is 
rejected out of hand as a positivist folly, reflecting an uncritical 
worship of 'what exists'. In any case, the one-dimensional 
automatons who inhabit the affluent society cannot be expected 
to make any intellectual contribution to their own salvation; 
their expressed desires or aims are of no consequence in the 
/cJrmulation of political truth. Now, if those who appeal to 
empirical reality and conventional standards of rationality are 
dismissed as slaves to instrunlcntal reason, to mystif)!ing modes 
of thought, then we are left at the mercy of'Marcuse and his 
{(,Ilowers. He (and others of the Frankfurt School) have 
developed a subjective interpretation of history and society, 
unconnected with publicly accessible bodies of knowledge or 
criteria of validity by which its assertions may be assessed. The 
'critical theorist' sets himself up as the supreme judge of the 
irrationality of existing society, as the final arbiter of the 'real' 
needs of mankind, and as the sole authority on how these needs 
must be satisfied. 

Marcuse does not hesitate to draw the obvious conclusions 
for political practice. In establishing the liberated society, those 
endowed '"'\lith unmystified consciousness and higher wisdom 
must not permit indiscriminate tolerance of 'false words and 
wrong deeds'.68 Freedom of expression is unjustifiable and 
'repressive' if it perpetuates illusion-as determined by philo­
sophers untainted by 'scientific-technological rationality'. 

N ext we look at Althusser's fusion of Marxism with struc­
turalism. Structuralism in general aims to uncover the basic 
and universal systems of code lying bevond the empirical 
diversity of human societies. The world of structuralism is a 
world of sameness in its depths: all societies arc constructed 
from a limited set of elements susceptible of combination in a 
limited number of ways. I t is also a world of determinism, which 
eliminates the conscious activities of real life individuals and 
social groups from the scheme of explanation. Society is there­
fore discussed in terms of bloodless categories. Althusser's work 
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represents a complete academization of Marxism: we arc 
presented with a tireless elucidation of concepts, but one which 
rarely leaves the conceptual level to deaL as did Marx himself, 
with the historical specificity of social structures. The whole 
point, it seems, is to insulate Marxist theory from reality. 
Science, we are infc)rmed, cannot be bounded by 'external' 
criteria of truth) but creates its own 'scientificity' in its own 
'theoretical practice'. Althusser rejects as empiricist the idea 
that concrete reality mig-ht form part of tbe raw material of 
'theoretical practice', insisting instead that the production of 
knowledge takes place 'entire!v in thought' 69 Immediate ex­
perience is a source of illusion not truth. The object of know­
ledge is situated within the realm of abstraction and has little to 
do with real, sensuous objects, Indeed, since for Althusser 
theory is a form of practice, the problem of the relation between 
theory and practice simply disappears, leaving only the 
problem of establishing correct theory. This problem is solved 
by taking a 'proletarian theoretical class position', which is not 
to be confused with what the proletariat actualb believes; it is 
what Althusser thinks they should believe. Once again, the 
relationship between Marxist theory and the working class 
becornes ont:' of exteriority; the former is-in effect-produced 
completely outside t~e latter, and must be imported into it. 
And so we come back to Lukacs-except that Hegel has heen 
replaced by Spinoza and Levi-Strauss and human subjectivity 
has been abolished. Since it is fatuous to assume 'that the 
"actors» of history are the authors of its text, the-subjects of its 
production',70 there can be little point in trying to win men's 
minds for a more just social order. (In fact, Althusser believes 
that the masses can never fully escape the phantasms of 
ideology.)" Moreover, if blood is spilt in the name of im­
personal 'laws' or necessity, then there may be regret but no 
remorse, and the way is set for all obstacles to be crushed with 
ruthlessness. Despite its unrelenting intellectualism, 'theo­
retical practice' supplies a respectable 'scientific' justification 
for old-fashioned Stalinist intolerance. 

The Marxist mandarins, it can be seen, exhibit little but 
contempt for empirical reality; within their respective frame­
works, the working class remains a rather insubstantial entity, 
and the concern is with how the author would wish to define its 
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'interests', not with how its own members actually do so. 
Worse, the mandarins disdain all conventional rules ofthoug-ht, 
whether empirical or formaL But once these shared principles 
are abandoned to the higher intuition of either the commUnIst 
party or a new breed of philosopher-kings, intolerance and 
thought control become the order of the day, as the privileged 
few are no longer obliged to defend their opinions by invoking 
the common stock of logical rules and empirical procedures. 
Lurking behind the convoluted prose and the maze of neolog­
isms is the despot's aversion for free and rational debate. 

The authoritarian degeneration of Marxism in power, I 
would suggest, cannot be accounted for in tenns of an un­
realistic passion it)r absolute equality or perfect social harmony; 
after all, human goals, however unattainable, can always be (and 
always have been) modified in practice. The real origin of 
Marxist despotism is to be sought in the Leninist heresy which 
proclaims that the 'genuine' needs and desires of the workers 
can be discovered through rational speculation, without any 
reference to the workers' explicit wishes; and that, therefore, it 
is perfectly legitimate for an enlightened dite to impose its 
'discoveries' on the benighted masses-by force of arms if 
necessary, According to this distorted view: to force human 
beings iIito the right pattern is no tyranny but liberation in the 
truest sense. The fault, in short, lies in a dogmatic approach to 
Marxist theory, not in the admirable values and ideals ex­
pressed by the theory. If this is accepted, then we can extract 
from the Quademi a convincing (though implicit) explanatiOn 
for the undeniable failure of all socialist states to establish the 
'realm offreedom' envisaged by Marx and Engels. By the same 
token, we can detect the rough outline of an alternative 
doctrine, which holds open the possibility that Leninism­
Stalinism was nothing else than a bastard version of the Marxist 
VISIOn. 

IV. Final Remarks 
While the foregoing assessment has neither aimed nor claimed 
to be exhaustive, it has attempted to take a fresh look at the 
worth of Gramsci's theory-where does it supply valuable in­
sights ana ideas; where is it defective and in need of modifica­
tion; where is it ambiguous and in need of more precision; 



254 Evaluation and Conclusion 

where are additional data required? To sum up my general 
argument, Gramsci's concept of hegemony constitutes the 
pivotal point for a theoretical enterprise which-for all its in­
adequacies-enriches Marxist doctrine, partly fe)r the solutions 
it oflers, partly for the apprbach it exemplifies and partly ff)r the 
fields of investigation it opens up, On the level of empirical 
analysis, the Quademi sketch out a novel framework of inquiry, 
specifving both the types of variables to be taken into account 
and a cluster of concepts to be employed, Not the least of 
(;rarrlscPs rontributions was his insistence, against the main 
currents of Marxist thought, on patient examination of the 
particular and the concrete, He had no terror of the common­
place: for him, a loaf of bread was a loaf of bread was a loaf of 
bread; there was no need to locate it within the 'totalitv' of 
experience or to search for the 'hidden structures' or 'dialec'tical 
laws) it. manifested. Always wary of a priori constructions, he 
placed his faith in empirical actualitv, Genuine knowledge was 
based on sense perception; it was not a purely logical or formal 
development of concepts, While socio-political analysis could 
not, in his opinion, meet the rigorous criteria of the natural 
sciences, it nevertheless involved the testing of aU ideas against 
perceptible reality-through systematic observation of human 
behaviour. But Gramsci's rnost impressive contribution to 
Marxist analysis was to help shift its focus away from economics 
and natural science to the terrain of culture---to philosophy and 
the intellectuals, to popular psychology, and to the manifold 
agencies of socialization, It is in this province primarily that his 
thought benefited from his dialogue with previous thinkers­
Croce and Machiavelli in particular, Largely because of 
Gramsci, M.arxist views of culture now understand symbolic or 
ideological representations of a given historical situation as an 
integral and defining part of the situation, Moreover, since he 
depicted the communist millenium not as the assured culmina­
tion of history but as a difficult prize to be won through creative 
human action, he drew attention to the need for a comprehen­
sive, systematic, long-range political strategy, based on a 
rigorous study of all superstructural phenomena, If the old 
reductionism-that everything is a predictable product of 
economic factors-no longer enjoys currency among Marxists, 
then much of the credit must go to Gramsci, In him we see the 
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first signs of the hopeful disenchantment that characterizes 
present-day Marxism-a political passion matured by a sense 
of history as a con1plex~ tragic process Y\.'hich guarantees 
nothing, 

As regards strategy, Gramsci tried to free I\,iarxisrn ii'om its 
'automatic breakdown 1 fantasies and demonstrate the necessity 
of a determined struggle to win the 'hearts and minds' of the 
masses. Here he revealed the democratic temperament which 
impelled him to set out the unfinished blueprint-whose im­
plications he only halfCperceived--d' an alternative commun­
ism. Grarnsci, like all revolutionaries, embodied the human 
hunger for absolutes, but he also embodied another, opposing 
basic nrge-the urge to assert the autonomy of the individual. 
He was probably in contradiction with himself; understanding 
reality in its irreducible variety and mutliplicity but longing 
for a unitary truth which would once and for all resolve the 
problems of human conduct Yet it is not his fundamentalist 
desire (common to all Marxists) f()f a universal world flJrmtIla 
which commands our attention; rather, it is his doctrinal Hexi­
bility and genuine feeling for democratic participation and 
debate which enable us to discern the embryo of a more humane 
form of Marxism. 

Many people, even some of progressive inclination, have 
come to the conclusion that liberalism (i,e, a society where all 
men are equal only in law and rights) marks the extreme Iirnitof 
human progress beyond which nothing is possible but a return 
backwards. They would agree with Machiave]]'s lament: 'Men 
commit the error of not knowing when to limit their hopes,' 
Others, however, would concur with Oscar Wilde. who once 
commented that 'A map of the world that does not include 
utopia is not worth even glancing at, for it leaves out the one 
country at which Humanity is always landing. ' : ' Progress is 
the realization of utopias, '72 For most such people, Marxism­
notwithstanding its Stalinist deformation-remains very much 
alive as a doctrine of hope and liberation, In Gramsci, they can 
find a genuine source of encouragement and inspiration. This, 
above all, makes him 'a true intellectual hero of our time' ,13 
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It has been argued that Gramsci was-at least indirectly-influenced by Mosca, 
Pareto, and Michels, that he was willing to make lise of certain features of their 
theories (the full implications of which he ob\'iously rejected). See G. Galli, 
'Gramsci e Ie teorie dellt "elites"', Grarn.!:ci f la cullum contnnporanea, vo!' II, 
201-16; and D, Confrancesco, 'Appunti Sll Gramsci e la teona dell'dite'. Mondo 
operaio, no. 8-g (August-September 1968), 28-34. Gramsci disrusses Michels at 
some length in Mach., pp. 95-100. 
The conditions of class society. 
Mach., p. !7. 
MS,P·17· 
PP, p. l66. 
MS,p.18. 
Mach., p. 132. See, also, ibid., p. 94: MS, p. 75; and l, p. 155-
MS, P.40. 
Ibid., pp. 3-4; see, also, I, p. fl2. 

MS, p. II. Gramsci is not here contradicting his contention that the Catholic 
religion has managed to create a solid unity among the various intellectual strata 
within the Church (MS, p. 7). But what has been established, he holds. is 'purely 
mechanical. an external unity. based particularly on the liturgy and on a worship 
of pomp and ceremony .. .'. There is no attempt to raise 'the popUlation to a 
higher cultural lire' (ibid., p, 88). 
Ibid., p. II (my emphasis). 
Mach., p. 133. 
'Marinetti rivoluzionario?', L'Ordine Nuovo (5 Jan. 19~.n); reprinted in SF, 
pp.20-2. 
But by 1921, one could plausibly argue, Gramsd had already entered into the 
'later' Or 'mature' phase of his thought, which received fuller, if fragmentary, 
elaboration in the Quaderni. Nevertheless, given his intellectual journey of 
developmem from an early idealism rhrough the facmry council (hematic to a 
modified Leninism, indiscriminate quotation withoul' regard for the historical 
context can be quite misleading. Two defenders of Gramsci. Massimo Salvadori 
(,Politica, potere e cultura nel pensiero di Gramsci', Ritlista di storia contemplJranea, 
no. 1, January 1972, 6-30) and Maria Macciocchi (Per GramsC£, Bologna, il 
Mulino, '974, pp. 244-54) engage in the dubious practice of supporting an 
anti-authoritarian interpretation of Gramsci with textual evidence from his 
youthful writings. His multifarious opponents are not likely to be impressed by 
such a defence, since they base their position on the 'post-factory council' 
Gramsci. Still these early articles are worth noting. if only because they point 
to-what I consider-an element of continuity in his thought and indicate that 
his libertarian propensities had a long period of gestation. It is undeniable that 
the young Gramsci conducted what Salvadori calls a 'serrata battaglia' against 
authoritarianism of all kinds. In one article, he refers to discussion as a 'fusion of 
souls and wills' whereby "the individual elements of truth, which each person may 
bring, must be synthesized in the compJex truth .... Inorderforthis to happen, in 
order that the discussion be exhaustive and sincere, the greatest tolerance is 
necessary .. .' (reprinted in SG, p. 137). This is consonant with another piece, 
where he informs us that truth 'must never be presented in a dogmatic, absolute 
form, as already matured and perfected' (SG, p. 261). Elsewhere, he sees a 
continuity between liberalism and socialism on the level of custom and method: 
'Liberalism, in so far as it is custom, is an intellectual and historical presupposi­
tionofsocialism' (ibid., p. 225)' 
LVN, pp, 6,11-13; LC, pp. 125,205. 
MS, pp. ,6--7. 
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51. Ibid., pp. J:">7-8· 
52. Ibid., p. 21. Gramsci here uses 'science' in the broad sense. 
53. See. e,g., Mach., p. 148, where he pours scorn on 'the blind and unilateral 

fanaticism of "party" .. .'; and MS, p. 93. where he writes that the philosophy of 
praxis 'is a philosophy freed (or which seeks to free itself) from every unilateral 
and fanatical ideological element.. ' 

54. Mach., p. 113_ 

55. Ibid" p. 158. . 
56. Ibid., p. ! 8. Which leaders did our author have in mind? The text does not speCIfy, 

but Trotsky would seem to be a prime target. For in another section of the 
Quaderni. the Russian's 'over~resolute' attempt to rationalize and discipline the 
Soviet productive process is explicitly attacked for being founded on 'external and 
mechanical' coercion as opposed to the worker's own initiative. Sudl a policy 'was 
destined necessarily to end up in a form of Bona part ism' . Ibid .. pp. 32~r-3 [. 

57. 'Politica, patere e cultura nel pensiero di Gramsci'. pp. 27-8· 
58. Astonishing as it may sound to contemporary radicals, Gramsci ac~ually d~­

!"ender! the pedag-ogical worth OfGfC('k and Latin (s('t'.I. pp, ]O(r-IO). Stt'eped 111 

the values of western civilization. Gramsci wanted the ne-w culture- to display 'the 
mass character of" the Protestant Reformation and of the French Enlightenment' 
as well as 'the classical character of the cultures of Ancient Greece and the Italian 
Renaissance .. .' (MS, pp. 199-200). The paraphernaliaof'high' CUltUfC weighed 
heavilv in Gramsci's outlook perhaps more heavily than he cared to admit. 

59. Mach.,' pp. T9-20. See. also', PP, p, 67, where he claims that the dangers of 
'discontinuity' are greater than those of'hyper-bureaucracy'. 

60. For a seminal critique. see G, Duncan and S. Lukes. 'The New Democracy', 
Political Studies, XI Uune 1963). T 56-17· 

61. Mach., p. t26. 
62. Ibid., pp. 81-2. 
63. PP, p. 65· 
64. For a useful discussion or Marx on this question, along with relevant references, 

see Evans, Karl Marx, pp. 162-3. See, also, Engels's short essay of 1872, 'On 
Authority', in Feuer, Marx & Engels: Basic Writings, pp. 481-5. 

65. G. H. Sabine, A History of Political Theory (London, Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 

1961), p. 923. 
~~~5~ . 
67. Compare the spirit of" Gramsci's formulation to the following- quotatIOn from 

Marcuse: 'As long as they [the masses] are kept incapable of being' autonomous, 
as long as they are indoctrinated and manipulated (down to their wry instincts), 
their answer to this question [as to their true and false needs} cannot be taken as 
their own' (One-Dimensional Man, p. 20). 

68. MS, p. 94· 
69. Ibid., p. 38. 
70, Mach., p. 6. He refers, in this passage, to a projected (though ill~defined) study 

called The Modem Prince, which would, one presumes, deal with the nature and 
tasks of the revolutionary party. 

71. MS, p. 18. 
72. Ibid., p. II. 
73. Letter to Julca (I Aug. 1932); Le, p. 199· 

Chapter 6 
1. Mach., p. 68. 
2. Ibid., p. 84· 
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3. Ibid., p. 68. 
4. Ibid., p. 66. 
5. Ibid., p. 161. 
6. PP, p. 71. 
7. Mach., pp. r 14-!,I). Sec, also, ibid., p. 36, where he savagely condemns those 

TE'volutionaries who object 'on principle to compromises' or'alliances. 
B. Lisa's report has been published in Rinascita (12 December I964), pp. 17-21; the 

su.bstant:al ,orrectness of his account is confirmed by another prisoner at Turi, 
GlOvanm Lay; see his 'Colloqui con Grarnsci nel carceTe di Turi' in Rinascitfl 
(22 February (965). 

9. Unless otherwise indicated, all the quotations in this paragraph are from Lisa's 
report (pp. 18-19), not from Gramsci directly. 

10. Gra.msel's artitude to (he lower middle das~es had certainly changed since his 
Ordme Nuo/lo days, when he dismissed them as 'social rubbish and debris de­
posited by centuries of servility and the domination of the Italian nation bv 
foreigners and priests', The function of these classes could only be regressive: 'Th~ 
petit and middle bourgeoisie is in fact th(' barrier of cormpt, dis~olute, rotten 
humanity with which capitalism defends its economic and political power: a 
servile, abject humanity, a humanity of lackeys and cut~throats .... ' 'Gli 
Av~enimenti del 2-3 ?icemhre', Ordine Nuovo (6-1 3 December 1919); r('printed in 
ON, pp. 61-7. When It came to picturesque invective, Gramsci had few equals. 

11'. In a letter of 28 March 1931 to his brother Carlo, Gramsci wrote: ' ... I've come 
into conflict with some other prisoners and been forced to break off personal 
relation~hips.' Quoted in Fiori, Antonio GramSC/': Life if a Revolutionary, p, 258. In a 
let~er of ;3 }uly .1931 to his sister-in-law, Gramsci remarked on his growing 
sohtude. It IS as If, every day, another thread tying me to the past breaks, and it 
becomes ever more impossible to knot these threads together again.' Antonio 
Gramm: Lettersfrom Prison, translated by L. Lawner (New York, Harper and Row, 
1973), p. 201. 

12. At leas! mw Left-wing critic, however, sces the reformist ror beginning to set in as 
;arly as .J 924; s('"e. S. Sechi, 'Gramsci a Turi'. Rinascita sarda (1-15 October 1966), 

1:1. Ii partlto comunista', Ordine /v'uouo (4 Seplo 19:w). now reprinted in ON. 
pp. 154-8. 

14. For an example of such an erroneous approach, see S. Tarrow, Peasant Communism 
in Southern Ita!}' (London, Yale Univ. Press, 1967), Chapter 5. 

15. Tamburrano, Antonio Gramsci, pp. 173-6. 
16. Ibid., pp. 284-97. 
17. 'Fasi di sviluppo del pensiero politico di Gramsci', in A. Caracciolo and G. Scalia 

(eds.). La cittiifutura (Milan, Feltrinelli, 1959), pp. 131-2. Tamburrano makes the 
same point in Antonio Gramsci, pp. 257-8. 

18. See, for example, A. Giolitti, Riforma e rivotuzione (Turin, Einaudi, 1957). 
19. Antonio Gramsci, pp. 260-1, 267. 
20. Ibid., p. 267. 
21. Pietro Nenni was an indefatigable Socialist Party activist and leader. whose 

political career spanned half a century. 'Nennian' was used as a term of abuse by 
Tamburrano's critics on the Left. 

22. T. Pedini, Gramsci e if Gramscismo (Milan, CELUC, 1974), p. 55. 
23. 'I nostri conti can la teoria della "rivoluzione senza rivoluzione" in Gramsci.' 
24. Ibid., p. 70. 
25. See, for example, Perlini, GramSC/.' e il Gram'ic£smo, pp. 36-66; Marramao, 'Per una 

critica dell'ideologia di Gramsci'; Reichers, Antonio Gramsci; and L. Cortcsi, 'Un 
conveg?o .su Gra~sri', Ri1!isla storica del sociatiymo. 30 Uan.-Apri! 1967), 159-73. 

26. Cramscz e t! Gramsczsmo, p. 46, 
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28. P. Tog-hat.ti. La vin £laliana al mciah<:mo (Romf'. Editori Riuniti, 196+), p. !9i. 
29. From a speech delivered in April !~H4 to the recently libcrated people of Naples. 

Reprinted in Rinascita (29 August 1964·), pp. 4-5. 
30. See Sui movimento operaio internazionale (Rome, Editori Riuniti, 1964), pp. 343-4' 
31. For an espf'cially disconcerting example of this, see his Partito comuni.lta Italiano 

(Rome, Editori Riuniti, Ig61), p. 70. where he says: 'The advance towards 
socialism cannot and will not ot"cur in our count!)· in a manner that is different 
h'om the way it has occurred in th(' Soviet Union and elsewhere" 

32. See Enrico Berling-un, La proposta comun1sla (Turin, Einaudi, !97:")). where 
references to Lenin are conspicuous by their absence. 

33. Statuto de! PCl, 1966 edition, p. 3. 
34. Reprinted in Rinascita (29 August 1964), pp. 15-17. A. curious 'dialectic' was 

discernible in Tog-liatti's statements about GramsC"i. On the OIle hand. he insisted 
(as 'we observed in Chapter!) on the historical specificity ofGrams-ci's thinking; 
on the other, he was always anxious to invuke Gramsci's posthumous authority for 
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communists wished to bask in thi' ref1f>rtt'd !-ilory' of their dead hero (whit'h meant 
lifting at least some orhis ideas out of their particular context), lhev also wanted to 

forestall the possibility of anyone using his writings against them (which meant 
underlining the nexus between his ideas and their historical context). 

35. See, for example. V. Gerratana's spirited attack on Giohtti's pamphlet (citf>d in 
note 18 to this chapter), an attack which set the tone for later Party theorizing on 
the relationship between dictatorship and hegemony. 'Una deformazione del 
pensiero di Gramsci e della po1itica del partito comunista', {'[imtti (19 May 

1957)· 
36. Natta, 'Egemonia, cultura, partito nel pensiero di Antonio Gramsci', p. 19. 
37. Rinascita-ll Contemporaneo (14 April 1967), p. 4. The basic interpretation set. out in 

this editorial is elaborated upon by Party li'adf'r. Ciorf.6o Amendola. in 'Rikggendo 
CramscL Prassl ril"Olu;:'1IJnarlll, pp. :n-4."l. 

38. F. Calamandrei. 'L'iniziativa politiG:l del partito rivoll.lzionario da Lenin a 
Gramsci e Toghani', Cn'tiw marxista U uly....( ktobcr 1967"1, 101. 

39. The st.andard lint on Gramsci's colllemporary 'relevance' has not changed 
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stre-ss on the 'historical limits' of his prescriptions. Typical is the recent and 
concise formulation of Leonardo Pagg-i, a leading PCI theoretician, who states 
that Gramsci's theory, while it supplies no 'political recipe for today'. neverthe­
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in Occidente', Rinascita (4 February '977), p. 14· 

40. Maclz., pp. 59, 81-2,159; PP, p. 158. 
41. Mach., p. 84. 
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continuing validity ofthe war ofmanceuvre) in a rather puzzling group of notes on 
'Thl' Concept of" Passive Revolution'. Using the parallel of the RisorRimento, and 
likening it to an unidentified 'restoration' (the demise of Fasrism?), he poses the 
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43. Ibid., p. 63. 
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45. PP, p. 38. 
46. Ibid. 
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of bourgeois control: the state apparatus. Yet Gramsci provides no textual 
war.r~nt ~or assuming: that the way of movement is valid only rifter the war of 
pOSltlon IS won. The problem may be that Piotte and other commentators 
interpret the war of movement too narrowly, viewing it solely as !ull~blown armed 
struggle. Gramsci gets so carried away by his use of military concepts that he 
never spells .out in any detail the contentoftheirpolitical counterparts. The war of 
movement IS especially hazy. But it is a reasonable supposition that Gramsci 
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Ibid., p. 184. 
Ibid., p. 222. 
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Chapter 7 
l. Hubert M. Blalock .Jnr.. 'Theory Building and Causal Inference', in H. M. 

Blalock Jnr. and A. B. Blalock (eds.), Methodology in Social Research (New York, 
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4. (London, Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1959), pp. 162, Ip. 
S. For a critique of two such investigations, see my own 'Elites, Participation and the 

Democratic Creed', Political Studies, XXVIII (March 1979), 1-20. 
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13. Reported in The Sunday Times (31 Aug.196g),P. 2. 

14. See, for example, J. Goldthorpe et al., The Affluent Worker in the Class Stmcture 
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Occupational Community', Sociology (May 1967), r68; and S. Hill, The pockers, 
p. ! :19· 

15. Hill disc()W'fed that many dockworkers who agree that 'tra{kunions have too 
much power in this country' nevCftheless want their own union to have'greater 
influence in management. 771e Darkers. pp. I ~)B--+l. 
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li)und only a slight correlation hetween 'attitudes' and oven behaviour (see note 6 
to this chapler). It is diHicult t(J conceive how the mllhi-f~l('eted relationship 
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how sophisticated t.he deliucation of roncepLs, or how complex the theoretical 
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and sentiments. Our statcments about political behaviour and idcological 
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application offc)rrnallogic to them: discovering eontradictions or consistencies is 
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scicntist~, most of whom find it insufliciently quantiflabJe and researchable. That. 
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